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TO OUR READERS

Under the name of the Foundation for Ancient Research and
Mormon Studies (FARMS), the Institute for the Study and Preservation
of Ancient Religious Texts (Institute) supports study and research on
the Book of Mormon, the Book of Abraham, the Old Testament, and
the New Testament and studies of the early formative period of the
Christian tradition, ancient temples, and other related subjects. Under
the FARMS imprint, the Institute publishes and distributes titles in
these areas for the beneﬁt of scholars and interested Latter-day Saint
readers. Primary FARMS research interests include the history, language, literature, culture, geography, politics, and law relevant to ancient
scripture. Although such subjects are of secondary importance when
compared with the spiritual and eternal messages of scripture, solid
research and academic perspectives can supply certain kinds of useful
information, even if only tentatively, concerning many signiﬁcant and
interesting questions about scripture.
The Institute makes interim and ﬁnal reports about this research
available widely, promptly, and economically. These publications
are peer reviewed to ensure that scholarly standards are met. The
proceeds from the sale of these materials are used to support further
research and publications. As a service to teachers and students of
the scriptures, research results are distributed in both scholarly and
popular formats.
The purpose of the FARMS Review is to help serious readers make
informed choices and judgments about books published on the Book
of Mormon and associated topics, as well as to publish substantial
freestanding essays on related matters. We hope, thereby, to encourage reliable scholarship with regard to such subjects.
Reviews and articles are written by invitation. Any person interested in writing for the FARMS Review should ﬁrst contact the editor.
Style guidelines will be sent to the authors. Unsolicited manuscripts
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are not accepted and will not be returned. A query letter to the editor
describing a proposed review must be sent first.
The opinions expressed in these reviews and articles are those
of the authors. They do not necessarily represent the opinions of the
Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, the Institute
for the Study and Preservation of Ancient Religious Texts, its editors,
Brigham Young University, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, or the authors’ employers. No portion of the reviews or articles may be used in advertising or for any other commercial purpose
without the express written permission of the Institute.
The FARMS Review is published semiannually. See the Web site
at farms.byu.edu for reviews and articles appearing in the FARMS
Review.
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Editor’s Introduction

“IN THE HOPE THAT SOMETHING WILL STICK”:
CHANGING EXPLANATIONS FOR
THE BOOK OF MORMON
Daniel C. Peterson
Daniel C. Peterson (PhD, University of California, Los Angeles) is a
professor of Islamic studies and Arabic at Brigham Young University.

I

n the “Editors’ Introduction” to their 2002 anthology American
Apocrypha, Dan Vogel and Brent Metcalfe declare, “Had the Book
of Mormon been what Joseph Smith said—not an allegory with spiritual import but a literal history of Hebrew immigrants to America—
this should have been veriﬁed by now.”¹
It is a strange statement. For example, one wonders when, exactly, the deadline for veriﬁcation passed. Was it in 2000? 1990? 1950?
1880? How was the date chosen? Who set it? In what would “veriﬁcation” consist? Would such veriﬁcation still allow for the exercise of
religious faith?
Perhaps more signiﬁcantly, though, one wonders why the statement could not just as easily be turned on its head: “Were the Book
of Mormon false, this should have been veriﬁed by now.” One could,
with at least equal justiﬁcation, announce that “Had the Book of Mormon been a fraud, its critics should by now have been able to agree
on an explanation as to how, why, and by whom it was created.” That

A slightly diﬀerent version of this essay was ﬁrst presented at the 2002 conference of the
Foundation for Apologetic Information and Research (FAIR; see www.fair-lds.org), in
Provo, Utah. It represents a sketch for what I hope will eventually become a more detailed study of the varying counterexplanations that have been oﬀered for the Book of
Mormon.
1. “Editors’ Introduction,” in American Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon,
ed. Dan Vogel and Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), vii.
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they have not done so seems to me powerful evidence that it is not,
in fact, fraudulent, and that its dedicated enemies, who have devoted
immense quantities of energy to their enterprise for the better part of
two centuries now, have signally failed.
The fact is, the falsehood of the Book of Mormon has no more
been demonstrated to the satisfaction of all serious observers than has
its truth. But what is even more striking is that critics of the Book of
Mormon have not yet been able even to formulate a coherent counterexplanation, a uniﬁed global theory, with which to challenge the traditional story of the book’s origins. As John A. Widtsoe remarked in his
1951 preface to the second volume of Francis Kirkham’s New Witness
for Christ in America, “Unbelievers in Joseph Smith’s story have not
been able to agree on any one explanation. It has even been [regarded
as] necessary by some writers to change the explanation they ﬁrst proposed. This unsuccessful, changing search is of itself an evidence of
the truth of the Prophet’s own story.”²
The First Theory
At ﬁrst, Joseph Smith was regarded as wholly responsible for the
production of the Book of Mormon. This was the explanation that
completely dominated skeptical discourse until roughly four years
after the publication of the book. But it arose before the book even
appeared. Since Joseph was a superstitious and ignorant peasant, the
Book of Mormon would naturally be beneath serious notice. He was
“an ignoramus,” said the Gem of Rochester for 15 May 1830.³ “That
spindle shanked ignoramus Jo Smith,” echoed the Palmyra Reﬂector
for 30 June 1830.⁴ An “ignoramus” who “can neither read nor write,”
said Obediah Dogberry in the same newspaper, on 7 July 1830.⁵ As the
2. John A. Widtsoe, preface to A New Witness for Christ in America: The Book of
Mormon, by Francis W. Kirkham (Independence, MO: Zion’s, 1951), 2:vii–viii (pagination varies). Because of the relatively easy accessibility of Kirkham’s book, references to
his republication of many sources will be given.
3. “Imposition and Blasphemy!!—Money Diggers, &c.,” Rochester Gem, 15 May
1830, 15 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:46).
4. Palmyra Reﬂector, 30 June 1830, 53 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:56).
5. Palmyra Reﬂector, 7 July 1830, 60 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:53, 54).
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Palmyra Freeman noted in 1829, “The subject was almost invariably
treated as it should have been—with contempt.”⁶ “This most clumsy
of all impositions,” Dogberry characterized the Book of Mormon in
January 1831.⁷
In February of that same year, Dogberry oﬀered a more extended
estimation of Joseph Smith and his family. The Prophet had “but little
expression of countenance, other than that of dullness; his mental
powers appear to be extremely limited, and from the small opportunity he had had at school, he made little or no proﬁciency. . . . We
have never been able to learn that any of the family were ever noted for
much else than ignorance and stupidity.”⁸
The Reverend Thomas Campbell, in a February 1831 letter to his
former colleague Sidney Rigdon, dismissed the Book of Mormon as “a
production beneath contempt, and utterly unworthy the reception of
a schoolboy.”⁹ During the same month, Thomas Campbell’s illustrious preacher-son Alexander told the readers of his famous jeremiad
against the Book of Mormon, entitled “Delusions,” that Joseph Smith
was “as ignorant and as impudent a knave as ever wrote a book,” an
“ignorant and impudent liar.”¹⁰
The book professes to be written at intervals and by different persons during the long period of 1020 years. And yet
for uniformity of style, there never was a book more evidently
written by one set of ﬁngers, nor more certainly conceived in
one cranium since the ﬁrst book appeared in human language,
than this same book. If I could swear to any man’s voice, face,
or person, assuming diﬀerent names, I could swear that this
book was written by one man. And as Joseph Smith is a very
6. Rochester Daily Advertiser and Telegraph, 31 August 1829, quoting the Palmyra
Freeman (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:31).
7. Palmyra Reﬂector, 6 January 1831 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:64).
8. Palmyra Reﬂector, 1 February 1831 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:68).
9. Thomas Campbell, Painesville Telegraph, 15 February 1831 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:94).
10. Alexander Campbell, “Delusions,” Millennial Harbinger, 7 February 1831, 91, 92
(Kirkham, New Witness, 2:105).
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ignorant man and is called the author on the title page, I cannot doubt for a single moment but that he is the sole author
and proprietor of it.¹¹
The Book of Mormon, Campbell said, “is, without exaggeration,
the meanest book in the English language.”¹² “As ignorant as too many
of the people are,” said a March 1831 letter written in Palmyra and
published in the Painesville Telegraph, “it is hardly possible that so
clumsy an imposition can spread to any considerable extent.”¹³ Also
in March 1831, David I. Burnett, editor of the Evangelical Inquirer
in Dayton, Ohio, described Joseph Smith as “a perfect ignoramus,”
though Burnett was unable to be more precise about the length of the
Book of Mormon than to say that it was “from 500 to 1000 pages,”
since, he confessed, “when I saw it I did not notice the number.”¹⁴ The
9 April 1840 issue of the Baptist Religious Herald featured an editorial
entitled “The Mormons”: “A correspondent requests information as
to the peculiar tenets of this modern sect,” explained the editorialist.
“We have never seen a copy of the book of Mormon, nor any abstract
of their creed upon which we could fully rely, as a fair exposition of
their opinions.” This candid admission did not, however, prevent the
Religious Herald from delivering its summary verdict that “the book
of Mormon is a bungling and stupid production. . . . It contains some
trite, moral maxims, but the phraseology . . . frequently violates every
principle and rule of grammar. We have no hesitation in saying the
whole system is erroneous.”¹⁵
Incidentally, such striking inattention to the actual content and
character of the Book of Mormon, conjoined with undiminished
certainty that the book is transparently false and even ridiculous, re11. Campbell, “Delusions,” 93 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:106).
12. Campbell, “Delusions,” 95 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:106).
13. Painesville Telegraph, 22 March 1831 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:99).
14. David I. Burnett, Evangelical Inquirer, 7 March 1831, 218, 219 (Kirkham, New
Witness, 2:112).
15. Cited in Terryl L. Givens, The Viper on the Hearth: Mormons, Myths, and the
Construction of Heresy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 86.
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mains common among its opponents still today. For, as the Catholic
sociologist Thomas O’Dea observed nearly ﬁfty years ago, “the Book
of Mormon has not been universally considered by its critics as one of
those books that must be read in order to have an opinion of it.”¹⁶ “I
don’t need to read a book,” one militant agnostic deﬁantly announced
during a recent Internet discussion of the Book of Mormon, “to judge
whether it is false or not.”
The Second Theory
The fact was, however, that the “perfect ignoramus” Joe Smith had
actually produced a substantial and complex book. Moreover, he and
his book were acquiring a solid and numerous following. How could
this be accounted for? How could someone whose “mental powers”
were “extremely limited” have produced a lengthy book and founded
a growing new religious faith?
Of course, the Book of Mormon was still beneath contempt. Daniel Kidder’s 1842 exposé found it “nothing but a medley of incoherent absurdities.”¹⁷ A “bundle of gibberish,” wrote J. B. Turner, also in
1842.¹⁸ Those, therefore, who were convinced by it must necessarily
themselves be beneath contempt. Speculating in the utter absence of
any evidence that Sidney Rigdon and Parley Pratt had converted to
Mormonism on the basis of “a jerk, or a twitch, or a swoon,” Turner
proceeded to comment that “it is indeed diﬃcult to see how any man,
especially of a nervous temperament, could read Smith’s book through
without being thrown into some sort of hysterics. The marvel is, that
it should ever have happened otherwise.”¹⁹ It “is, unquestionably, one
16. Thomas F. O’Dea, The Mormons (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957),
26, emphasis deleted.
17. Daniel P. Kidder, Mormonism and the Mormons (New York: Carlton & Porter,
1842), 330 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:199).
18. J. B. Turner, Mormonism in All Ages: or, The Rise, Progress, and Causes of Mormonism (New York: Platt & Peters, 1842), 19 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:186).
19. Turner, Mormonism in All Ages, 26 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:188).
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of the most unreasonable disgusting works in the English or any other
language,” declared an 1844 refutation.
It is less interesting than any thing we have ever seen. . . . ﬁlled
with such idle vagaries as would disgrace a common scribbler. . . . the most contemptible piece of presumption that has
ever come under our own observation, and as an admixture
of blackguardism and nonsense we will poize it against the
world. It won’t bear examination in any point, yet we will proceed in detail.²⁰
Time and again, authors of lengthy exposés and refutations felt
that they needed to apologize for wasting their own and their readers’
time on so palpably ludicrous a subject. Joshua V. Himes at ﬁrst
thought [it] best not to take public notice of it . . . as the system was so unreasonable and ridiculous, that no person of
good common sense would believe it. But having witnessed
the progress of the delusion among some of our respectable
citizens, some of whom were considered worthy members of
the religious societies to which they belonged, I have felt it my
indispensable duty, to use my exertion against its spreading
and contaminating inﬂuence.²¹
“I would have asked forgiveness from all my readers” for even
“noticing” the Book of Mormon, explained Alexander Campbell, “had
not several hundred persons of diﬀerent denominations believed in
it.”²² “To make an earnest attack on Mormonism, as if it had any plausible pretensions to credibility,” wrote Origen Bacheler in the opening of his earnest 1838 attack on Mormonism, entitled Mormonism
Exposed, “would argue great want of discernment and good sense on
the part of one who might thus assail it. It would be somewhat like a
20. James H. Hunt, Mormonism: Embracing the Origin, Rise, and Progress of the Sect
(St. Louis: Ustick and Davies, 1844), 14–15 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:183).
21. Joshua V. Himes, prefactory remarks to Campbell’s pamphlet “Delusions” (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:102–3).
22. Campbell, “Delusions,” 91 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:105).
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labored attempt to disprove the story of Tom Thumb, or like the attack of Don Quixote on the windmill.”²³ The Book of Mormon was,
he said, “the most gross, the most ridiculous, the most imbecile, the
most contemptible concern, that was ever admitted to be palmed oﬀ
upon society as a revelation. . . . It has no merit even as a forgery.” Its
author was a “blockhead.”²⁴
Still, even if Joseph Smith was nothing but a “blockhead,” the Book
of Mormon existed, and it grounded a movement that was attracting
troubling numbers of converts. Gradually, the skeptics realized that
their own ﬁrst explanation had to be jettisoned as simply implausible.
Clearly, therefore, Joseph must have had help. On this, believing Latterday Saints and their critics could agree. “The gross ignorance of this
man,” wrote James Hunt in an 1844 exposé of Mormonism, “was looked
upon, by his early followers, as his greatest merit, and as furnishing the
most incontestable proofs of his Divine mission.”²⁵ But believers and
critics parted company on the identity of the helper or helpers.
While most critics suddenly became willing to imagine a conspiracy of considerable size that may or may not have included Oliver
Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Parley Pratt, it was Sidney Rigdon—an
experienced clergyman and Bible student, a Campbellite preacher before his conversion to Mormonism—who was the favored candidate for
the role of chief facilitator of what they devoutly believed to be a fraud.
The hypothesis received its debut in the granddaddy of all anti-Mormon
books, Eber D. Howe’s 1834 cult classic, Mormonism Unvailed. But Rigdon was not the absolute author of the Book of Mormon, according
to this explanation. He was merely “the Iago, the prime mover, of the
whole conspiracy”²⁶—the transmitter, to Joseph Smith, of a manuscript originally authored by one Solomon Spalding, a Dartmouth
College–educated former clergyman who had, it was said, expressly
declared his disbelief in the Bible before his death in 1816.
23. Origen Bacheler, Mormonism Exposed: Internally and Externally (New York: n.p.,
1838), 5 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:159).
24. Bacheler, Mormonism Exposed, 36 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:160).
25. Hunt, Mormonism, 6 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:182).
26. Eber D. Howe, Mormonism Unvailed (Painesville: by the author, 1834), 100 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:131).
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Howe described the Book of Mormon as
unquestionably, one of the meanest in the English, or any
other language. It is more devoid of interest than any we have
ever seen. It must have been written by an atheist, to make
an experiment upon the human understanding and credulity.
The author, although evidently a man of learning, studied
barrenness of style and expression, without an equal. . . .
The real author, notwithstanding his studied ignorance,
was well acquainted with the classics.
. . . the sameness is such, and the tautology of phrases from
the beginning to the end of the work, that no one can be left in
doubt in identifying the whole with one individual author.²⁷
But that author, of course, was no longer “that spindle shanked
ignoramus Joe Smith.” Now it was the classically educated Solomon
Spalding. Howe thought he might even be able to discern in the Book
of Mormon the hand of “a fearless inﬁdel” who had “attempted a ridicule upon the Holy Bible,” perhaps in a bid “to bring down contempt
upon the inspired writers, and the religion of Jesus Christ.”²⁸
Howe seems to have been aware, though, that he did not have in
his possession the evidence that would establish his case. So he hedged
his bets. “That there has been, from the beginning of the imposture,
a more talented knave behind the curtain, is evident to our mind, at
least; but whether he will ever be clearly, fully and positively unvailed
and brought into open day-light, may of course be doubted.”²⁹ Howe’s
modesty was compelled by the striking lack of evidence that, today,
has led most critics to drop the Spalding manuscript theory of Book
of Mormon origins.
None of this stopped some critics from actually manufacturing ersatz evidence. In an 1855 book, The Prophets; or, Mormonism Unveiled,
Orvilla S. Belisle is able to furnish her readers with the transcript of
27. Howe, Mormonism Unvailed, 19, 21, 23 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:128–29).
28. Howe, Mormonism Unvailed, 54 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:129).
29. Howe, Mormonism Unvailed, 278 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:141).
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the conversation in which the Book of Mormon plot was hatched. Permit me to quote at length from this invaluable document:
A conversation between Joseph Smith and Sidney Rigdon in which they decided upon a plan to print the “Book of
Mormon.”
“Easily obviated,” returned Smith coolly [using the kind
of vocabulary, no doubt, that had led everyone around him to
regard him as an illiterate blockhead and ignoramus]. “You
know I have the ‘seer stones,’ and I can make them believe
I divined it by them, or what is better still, say a ‘urium and
thumin’ of which Spaulding speaks, was discovered with it.”
RIGDON: “Nothing could be better, if we could evade discovery. Spaulding, Patterson and I, have read it to numbers of
diﬀerent people, and I am almost sure they would detect us.”
SMITH: “You tell me Spaulding and Patterson are both
dead, as well as several others who saw it in their possession?”
RIGDON: “Yes, but Spaulding’s wife still lives, and she
knew its contents perfectly, she could not be deceived.”
SMITH: “Perhaps she might,” returned the Prophet musingly. “I tell you, Rigdon, the more I think of it, the more possible it appears. We must be cautious, but vigorous and I am
sure we shall at least create an excitement that will ﬁll our
pockets at last, and raise us above those who have scorned us
all our lives.”
RIGDON: “Here is the manuscript, but use it carefully,
and as you value the success of our schemes let no one see it
or know it was ever in your or my possession. And be wary,
and not have a vision too often, or you will, by your over zeal,
draw down contempt from even the most ignorant.”
Long these two worthies communed over their scheme
for deception, and when the hours had waned and they had
set on a ﬁrm basis a train of duplicity that should startle the
world, they even then, from the depth of their corrupted
hearts, gloated over the consternation one day’s work had
done at their impious fraud. . . . Their only object at that time
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was to play upon the credulous, earn applause from the debased, and extort money from the simple, under the plea of a
divine mission, and thus deceive and rob in a mode of which
no law could arraign them for the oﬀense. Pride, ambition
and an overweening thirst for power led Smith to concoct the
scheme while the most consummate hypocrisy which he had
played oﬀ on several denominations of Christians, with the
hope of rising with the tide, was Rigdon’s motive. Honor, integrity and all the nobler passions of the human heart, had
been stiﬂed in the breasts of both and now nought remained
to stem the new-born crime which should drag their own
names to the depths of infamy and enslave in vice thousands
of their fellows.³⁰
Clearly, we’ve come some distance from the Joseph Smith whose only
expression was one of “dullness,” whose mental capacities were “extremely limited,” whose family was known only for their general “stupidity.” Now, he is a consummate schemer, a ﬁendishly clever deviser
of hellish plots.
The Hurlbut-Howe-Spalding theory—so named to honor its earliest exponent, Doctor Philastus Hurlbut, a former member of the
church who became a pioneering anti-Mormon agitator after his 1833
excommunication³¹—dominated skeptical explanations of the Book
of Mormon for ﬁfty years, from the publication of Mormonism Unvailed in 1834 until 1884. Even the Reverend Alexander Campbell,
he who had proclaimed what he considered the obvious fact that the
book had been composed in one ignorant cranium, Joseph Smith’s,
soon proclaimed the obvious fact that Spalding of Dartmouth was
the author. The theory was not always consistently held, of course.
J. B. Turner, for example, wrote that the Book of Mormon was characterized by “uniformity of style . . . in the highest degree. It is all Joe
30. Orvilla S. Belisle, The Prophets; or, Mormonism Unveiled (Philadelphia: Smith,
1855), 53–55 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:202–3; the ﬁrst sentence of this quotation and the
names of the speakers appear in Kirkham’s New Witness but not in Belisle’s Prophets).
31. “Doctor” was his given name. He had previously been expelled (for immorality)
from the ranks of the Methodists.
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Smith, from preface to ﬁnis, testimonials and all. Joe Smith is sole author and proprietor, as he himself claimed on the title-page of the ﬁrst
edition.”³² Within just a few paragraphs, however, Turner remarked
that “Although any blunderhead, with the Bible at his side, might have
written the book, and the greater the blunderhead the better, still there
are some reasons to believe that Smith is not the original author even
of the gibberish that constitutes the plot of the comedy.”³³
That U-turn was too blatant even for Daniel Kidder, Turner’s fellow
anti-Mormon. “It appears to us,” Kidder wrote, “that Professor T[urner]
has involved himself in a species of self-contradiction, by maintaining
that Joe Smith is the real and sole author of the Book of Mormon, while,
at the same time, he proves the identity of that book with the Spaulding manuscript.”³⁴ Moreover, he commented, in direct contradiction to
both Professor Turner and the Reverend Alexander Campbell,
We are . . . far from assenting to the position that unity,
either of style or sentiment, prevails throughout the Mormon
Bible. Those who had seen Spaulding’s MANUSCRIPT say that
the religious parts of the Book of Mormon have been added.
Now, these parts bear a distinctive character, (that of Campbellism,) which Smith was utterly unqualiﬁed to give them
until after his connection with Rigdon. This shows that there
were at least three parties to the real authorship; and we think
it would be sheer injustice not to put Oliver Cowdery, the
schoolmaster, upon as good (literary) footing as his more ambitious pupil, Joseph Smith, Jr.³⁵
32. Turner, Mormonism in All Ages, 202 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:189).
33. Turner, Mormonism in All Ages, 204 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:190).
34. Kidder, Mormonism and the Mormons, 337 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:200).
35. Kidder, Mormonism and the Mormons, 336–37 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:200).
The notion that the basic text of the Book of Mormon was merely a secular yarn to which
some inessential religious ornamentation was then added reminds me of an experience
that a high school friend of mine had many years ago. She found herself attending a
Christmas party at the California Institute of Technology, not far from our homes. A very
famous Nobel laureate physicist was also present. At one point, conversation turned to
C. S. Lewis’s science ﬁction trilogy (Out of the Silent Planet, Perelandra, and That Hideous
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That no copy of Spalding’s manuscript was available for inspection did no more to dampen enthusiasm for the theory than did such
inconsistencies. After all, there seemed no alternative that was both
realistic and palatable. The manuscript, devotees of the theory said,
had been lost. Or it had been destroyed. Or it had been purchased by
the Mormons and suppressed—a plot motif that is still very popular
among certain critics today.³⁶ That Spalding’s manuscript was said to
have contained a secular romance, designed merely to entertain and
perhaps to make a little money, while the Book of Mormon purported
to be a solemn religious history, was also dismissed as a triﬂe. Perhaps
Sidney Rigdon, the Campbellite scripturist, had been more than just a
conveyor. It scarcely mattered. If it had to be so, it must have been so.
Third Theory
Unfortunately for advocates of the Spalding theory, Spalding’s
Manuscript Story was recovered from a steamer trunk in Honolulu
in 1884. It turned out to be a relatively short yarn—roughly 125 pages
long—about a group of Romans who set sail for Britain but were driven
onto the coast of America by storms at sea. L. L. Rice, the rather surprised owner of the steamer trunk, remarked of the Manuscript Story
and the Book of Mormon that “There is no identity of names, of persons, or places; and there is no similarity of style between them. . . . I
should as soon think the Book of Revelation was written by the author
of Don Quixote, as that the writer of this Manuscript was the author
of the Book of Mormon.”³⁷
Strength). The scientist expressed his great admiration for Lewis’s novels, excepting, he
said, “all that vile religious propaganda.” My friend, unintimidated, responded that the
physicist’s attempt to separate Lewis’s religious views from the plot of his novels, as if
their association were nothing more than accidental, was absurd. The conversation grew
heated, but she held her ground. And she was right.
36. Recently, for instance, Latter-day Saints are said to have gained control of the Salt
Lake Tribune in a dastardly attempt to suppress honest news coverage in Utah. It scarcely
matters that the actual purchaser of the newspaper isn’t a Latter-day Saint at all. After all,
if supporting evidence for the existence of the conspiracy is lacking, that merely demonstrates how ﬁendishly eﬀective the conspiracy has been in concealing its machinations.
37. L. L. Rice, letter, 28 March 1885, in Charles A. Shook, The True Origin of the Book
of Mormon (Cincinnati: Standard, 1914), 68 (Kirkham, New Witness, 2:210).
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Faithful adherents of the Spalding theory now claimed that a second work, Manuscript Found, was the real source of the Book of Mormon. Fortunately or unfortunately, it could not be examined because
nobody knew where it was. Nor whether it ever was.
Today
Fawn M. Brodie, though a devout disbeliever in the Book of Mormon and the claims of Joseph Smith, eﬀectively sounded the death
knell of the Spalding theory in her 1945 biography of the Prophet, entitled No Man Knows My History. She argued, instead, that Joseph Smith
was the consciously fraudulent author of the book, which reﬂected his
own personality and environment. The dull village idiot was now “a
mythmaker of prodigious talent.”³⁸ She was, of course, following more
or less in the footsteps of I. Woodbridge Riley, whose 1902 proﬁle of
the Founder of Mormonism explained the Book of Mormon on the basis of a psychological analysis of Joseph Smith, who, Riley said, was
subject to epileptic ﬁts that were somehow supposed to account for his
“visions.”³⁹ But Brodie and most everybody else discounted the claim
of epilepsy. The trail had also been blazed for her by Harry M. Beardsley’s 1931 Joseph Smith and His Mormon Empire, in which Joseph was
portrayed as a paranoiac.⁴⁰ In 1948, the Reverend James Black also
explained Joseph Smith as mentally ill, a “dissociated personality.”⁴¹
“Thus,” summarized Kirkham, surveying the scene in the early
1940s, “Joseph Smith is ﬁrst a money digger, then an ignoramus, then
a deluded fanatic, then a vile deceiver, a fraud, then an epileptic, a
paranoiac, then a myth maker of prodigious talents. Finally he is not
an ignoramus, he is not a deceiver, rather a person with a dissociated
personality.”⁴²
38. Fawn M. Brodie, No Man Knows My History, 2nd ed. (New York: Knopf, 1971), ix
(Kirkham, New Witness, 2:420).
39. See I. Woodbridge Riley, The Founder of Mormonism: A Psychological Study of
Joseph Smith, Jr. (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1902).
40. See Harry M. Beardsley, Joseph Smith and His Mormon Empire (Cambridge, MA:
Riverside, 1931).
41. James Black, New Forms of the Old Faith (London: Nelson and Sons, 1948), 248.
42. Kirkham, New Witness, 2:232.
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Kirkham predicted that, in an age of greater ecumenism and—
though he could not have used the phrase—political correctness, the
hateful assaults on Joseph Smith that had been so acceptable in the
nineteenth century would virtually disappear from favor among mainstream critics. The growing respectability of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints would lead to a more civil though no less determined critique. And the collapse of the Spalding theory would bring
explanations full circle, back to Joseph Smith as the author of the Book
of Mormon.
The personality of Joseph Smith, his learning, his environment, will be assumed and described by various writers to
meet the requirements of his ability to produce the book and
to organize the Church. Historical facts that must be accepted
in the actual writing and printing of the Book of Mormon
will be interpreted by the coming writers to meet their various theses explaining the contents of the Book of Mormon.
These writers will disagree concerning important assumed
facts but they will all deny the possibility of divine aid in the
translation of the ancient record.⁴³
Kirkham has been proven correct. Of course, some extreme antiMormons invoke demonic inspiration to account for the Book of Mormon.⁴⁴ A few still seek to resurrect the authorship of Solomon Spalding. The venerable John L. Smith of Marlow, Oklahoma, continues to
labor away at a manuscript that will demonstrate Sidney Rigdon to be
the real author of the Book of Mormon.⁴⁵ And, at intermittent intervals
43. Kirkham, New Witness, 2:232–33.
44. A particularly zany example of this approach is Loftes Tryk, The Best Kept Secrets
in the Book of Mormon (Redondo Beach, CA: Jacob’s Well Foundation, 1988), reviewed
in Daniel C. Peterson, “A Modern Malleus maleﬁcarum,” Review of Books on the Book of
Mormon 3 (1991): 231–60.
45. John L. Smith alluded to his project from time to time in the Evangel, a monthly
publication of Utah Missions, Inc., in Marlow, Oklahoma, which he founded. Since his
ouster from that operation a few years ago, he has continued to refer to his future Rigdon
book within the pages of the Newsletter, published by his new countercult venture, The
Ministry of John L. Smith, also located in busy Marlow. The cognoscenti who savored Pas-
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on one message board, an anonymous Internet critic of Joseph Smith
triumphantly points to an anonymous individual or group of individuals, possessed of considerable learning—familiar, for example, with
rare maps of inner Arabia, acquainted with Semitic languages, conversant with contemporary Protestant theology and preaching, wellread in classical Arabic belles lettres—and jurisprudence—who somewhere, sometime, and for unknown motives, composed the Book of
Mormon and then for some undiscoverable reason permitted Joseph
Smith to publish it as his own. (Professor William Hamblin and I call
this mysterious group “The Illuminati,” in honor of their remarkable
capacity to be everywhere, and to do and know everything, while remaining entirely invisible.)
But among serious writers of a disbelieving bent, the pendulum has
clearly swung back to Joseph Smith as the author of the Book of Mormon. In the foreword of Robert N. Hullinger’s 1980 Mormon Answer
to Skepticism: Why Joseph Smith Wrote the Book of Mormon (republished in 1992 by the ever-helpful Signature Books in response to no
discernible public enthusiasm for it), the Reverend Wesley P. Walters
depicts Joseph as “a defender of God . . . motivated by the noble desire
to defend revealed religion” against the inroads of Deism.⁴⁶ (Gone is
the once-obvious fact that the author of the book was a Christianitymocking atheist.) Hullinger explicitly acknowledges that he is turning
his back upon the theories of his own mentor, George Arbaugh, whose
1932 Revelation in Mormonism, published by the academically prestigious University of Chicago Press, had conﬁdently divided the text
of the Book of Mormon—which, to Alexander Campbell, had been so
obviously a single-authored unity—into portions written by either Solomon Spalding, Sidney Rigdon, or Joseph Smith. John Brooke, in his
immensely entertaining Cambridge University Press book The Reﬁner’s
tor Smith’s semiautobiographical fantasy novel Brigham Smith await his book on Sidney
Rigdon with eager anticipation.
46. Wesley P. Walters, foreword to Mormon Answer to Skepticism: Why Joseph Smith
Wrote the Book of Mormon, by Robert N. Hullinger (St. Louis, MO: Clayton, 1980), xi,
reviewed in Gary F. Novak, “Examining the Environmental Explanation of the Book of
Mormon,” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 7/1 (1995): 139–54.
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Fire, presents a Joseph Smith who was a late exemplar of Renaissance
hermeticism and various occultic traditions.⁴⁷ Jan Shipps⁴⁸ and at least
the early Dan Vogel, following Brodie, emphasize Joseph’s supposed
fascination with explaining Indian mounds. Robert Anderson’s Inside
the Mind of Joseph Smith reads the Book of Mormon psychobiographically, claiming to see Joseph working out his own interior problems in
the text.⁴⁹ A similar approach is William Morain’s The Sword of Laban:
Joseph Smith Jr. and the Dissociated Mind.⁵⁰ The famous Yale literary
critic Harold Bloom, failing to notice that Joseph Smith was nothing
more than a typical backwoods “blunderhead,” calls him a “religious
genius” and places him in the American pantheon alongside Ralph
Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman.⁵¹
Vogel and Metcalfe’s American Apocrypha further illustrates the
historic inability of Book of Mormon critics to agree on much of anything except that the Book of Mormon is false. Not long after its appearance, in fact, one of the editors of American Apocrypha explicitly, huﬃly, and repeatedly refused to answer a simple question on an
Internet message board as to whether Joseph Smith believed that he
possessed metal plates or knew that he did not—which seems the kind
of question that any skeptic’s fundamental theory of Book of Mormon
origins must answer very early on. He would not, he said, lower himself to thinking in such simple-minded categories.
47. John L. Brooke, The Reﬁner’s Fire: The Making of Mormon Cosmology, 1644–1844
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994). William J. Hamblin, Daniel C. Peterson, and George L. Mitton, “Mormon in the Fiery Furnace or, Loftes Tryk Goes to Cambridge,” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/2 (1994): 3–58, betray a disturbing lack
of faith in Brooke’s claims.
48. Jan Shipps, “The Prophet Puzzle: Suggestions Leading toward a More Comprehensive Interpretation of Joseph Smith,” Journal of Mormon History 1 (1974): 11–12, 16.
49. Robert D. Anderson, Inside the Mind of Joseph Smith: Psychobiography and the
Book of Mormon, reviewed in Michael D. Jibson, “Korihor Speaks, or the Misinterpretation of Dreams,” FARMS Review of Books 14/1–2 (2002): 223–60.
50. William D. Morain, The Sword of Laban: Joseph Smith Jr. and the Dissociated
Mind (Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Press, 1998), reviewed in Richard N. Williams, “The Spirit of Prophecy and the Spirit of Psychiatry: Restoration or Dissociation?”
FARMS Review of Books 12/1 (2000): 435–44.
51. Harold Bloom, The American Religion: The Emergence of the Post-Christian Nation (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), 80, 96.
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His approach is manifest in the book he coedited. While the authors all seem to agree, broadly, that Joseph Smith was the sole or
principal author of the Book of Mormon, there are notable disagreements about the how and the why.
Edwin Firmage’s essay, for example, depicts Joseph Smith as a
rather cunning and deliberate fraud, making it all up on the ﬂy, with
major plot elements seemingly created on the basis of virtually sudden whims, resulting in serious inconsistencies in the book.⁵² Susan
Staker also oﬀers a Joseph Smith who creates the Book of Mormon
rapidly, on the basis of swiftly mutating ideas whose evolution—
driven by his own changing circumstances—is apparent within the
text itself.⁵³ George D. Smith seems partially to agree. He uses a highly
debatable reading of B. H. Roberts to argue, indirectly, that Joseph
drew upon Ethan Smith’s View of the Hebrews in order to compose
the Book of Mormon—a method that seems to demand more careful
plotting (in at least two senses of that word) than Firmage and Staker
allow.⁵⁴ David Wright, in what is by far the most academically rigorous essay in the book, likewise posits a careful and wholly conscious
Joseph Smith, but one who, in this instance, bases at least a substantial part of his Book of Mormon on a close but misguided reading of
King James Isaiah.⁵⁵ Dan Vogel’s second essay presents Joseph as composing an anti-Masonic tract, attuned to the controversy that ensued
upon the murder of Captain William Morgan in 1826.⁵⁶ He is every
52. Edwin Firmage Jr., “Historical Criticism and the Book of Mormon: A Personal
Encounter,” in American Apocrypha, 1–16.
53. Susan Staker, “Secret Things, Hidden Things: The Seer Story in the Imaginative
Economy of Joseph Smith,” in American Apocrypha, 235–74.
54. George D. Smith, “B. H. Roberts: Book of Mormon Apologist and Skeptic,” in
American Apocrypha, 123–55.
55. David P. Wright, “Isaiah in the Book of Mormon: Or Joseph Smith in Isaiah,” in
American Apocrypha, 157–234, reviewed by John A. Tvedtnes, “Isaiah in the Bible and
the Book of Mormon,” in this number of the FARMS Review, pages 161–72.
56. Dan Vogel, “Echoes of Anti-Masonry: A Rejoinder to Critics of the Anti-Masonic
Thesis,” in American Apocrypha, 275–320. For recent responses to one of Vogel’s standard arguments on this topic, see Paul Mouritsen, “Secret Combinations and Flaxen
Cords: Anti-Masonic Rhetoric and the Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book of Mormon
Studies 12/1 (2003): 65–77; and Nathan Oman, “ ‘Secret Combinations’: A Legal Analysis,” FARMS Review 16/1 (2004): 49–73.
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bit as conﬁdent in this assertion as Eber D. Howe was in his earlier
explanation, according to which Solomon Spalding, who died in 1816,
was said by Howe, who heard it from Doctor Philastus Hurlbut, who
claimed to have heard it from Spalding’s widow nearly two decades
after Spalding’s death, that Spalding didn’t like Freemasonry. Howe
concluded that this explains the Book of Mormon’s references to the
Gadianton robbers and other “secret combinations.”⁵⁷
All these depictions of the Book of Mormon as a work of ﬁction
directly collide with the testimonies of the Three and Eight Witnesses.
Accordingly, those testimonies must be destroyed. So, in his ﬁrst essay in American Apocrypha, although Vogel grants their honesty, he
seeks (rather desperately, in my opinion) to explain them away. Their
experiences were merely subjective, internal, hallucinatory.⁵⁸ Joseph
Smith was a hypnotist—a very fortunate one in the fact that, although
only a relatively small proportion of the general populace is readily
susceptible to hypnosis, all of Joseph’s witnesses were easy marks.
But perhaps, Vogel casually suggests in a throwaway line at the end
of his essay, Joseph also created some tin plates with which to dazzle
the yokels.⁵⁹ (The invocation of this secondary prop may indicate that
Vogel himself, to his credit, is not entirely persuaded by his “subjective hallucination” thesis.) But once we’ve posited a previously unnoticed Deseret Custom Design Metal Foundry operating under Joseph’s
management on the outskirts of Palmyra, that industrial concern also
needs to produce the breastplate seen by various witnesses, as well as
the brass plates, the Urim and Thummim, the sword of Laban, and the
Liahona. One wonders how many skilled metallurgists and craftsmen
were available in the area at the time, what the local wage scale was,
and why nobody ever seems to have reported the noise and the belching smoke of Joseph’s fraud-producing furnaces.
And then we read Scott Dunn’s essay, according to which Joseph
Smith created the Book of Mormon by a process of automatic writ57. See Kirkham, New Witness, 2:142.
58. Dan Vogel, “The Validity of the Witnesses’ Testimonies,” in American Apocrypha, 79–121.
59. Vogel, “Validity of the Witnesses’ Testimonies,” 108.
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ing. It just ﬂowed out of him. Joseph was dissociative but sincere, and
Dunn vigorously denies that “conscious fraud” was involved. In fact,
the dictation process was probably scarcely “conscious” at all, in any
normal sense of the word.⁶⁰
If Dunn is right, Firmage and Vogel are wrong.
What is more, mutually contradictory accounts are not mutually
reinforcing. Quite the contrary. They weaken each other.
Imagine a murder case in which one witness for the prosecution
deﬁnitively states that he clearly saw the defendant, Mr. John Jones,
who was wearing his characteristic Stetson cowboy hat, empty a sixshooter into the head of the victim, Miss Roberta Smith, at point-blank
range, as she stood by the hot dog stand on the beach. A second prosecution witness declares that he saw the defendant, Mrs. Joanna Jones,
striding briskly out of the twenty-seventh ﬂoor restaurant where the
murder took place, with a fashionable black beret on her head. The
prosecution’s forensic pathologist, meanwhile, announces his expert
verdict that, from the marks on Mr. Robert Smith’s throat, the victim
died of strangulation.
No reasonable person would conclude from such testimony that,
with three such witnesses for the state, the guilt of the defendant had
been established beyond reasonable doubt. Indeed, equipped only
with evidence of that character, the prosecution wouldn’t even bother
to seek an indictment and could never in its remotest fantasies dream
of conviction.
Many years ago, Albert Schweitzer published a classic work entitled, in English, The Quest for the Historical Jesus, in which he demonstrated, among other things, that the various portraits of Jesus that had
been oﬀered up to his time by scholars of Christian origins most commonly said more about their authors than about the historical Jesus.
What we see in the various attempts that have been oﬀered thus
far to explain the Book of Mormon away might, I think, be labeled the
Quest for the Historical Joseph. Early critics, absolutely unwilling to
60. Scott C. Dunn, “Automaticity and the Dictation of the Book of Mormon,” in
American Apocrypha, 17–46; quotation on p. 29.
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grant that God might have had a hand in the production of the Book
of Mormon, sought its author in Joseph Smith, Sidney Rigdon, Parley
Pratt, Oliver Cowdery, or anybody else who might serve them as a
refuge against the book’s own claims. “How often have I said to you,”
remarked Holmes to Watson, “that when you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth?”⁶¹
The Book of Mormon’s claims for itself were, to many minds, simply
unendurable, and so other theories have necessarily prospered.
It is so still today. Only, now, the most serious criticisms of the
Book of Mormon tend to come not from self-proclaimed orthodox
Christians, but from self-identiﬁed atheistic materialists. The historian Dale Morgan, much admired in certain contemporary cultural
Mormon circles, wrote a 1945 letter to the believing Latter-day Saint
historian Juanita Brooks in which he stated the fundamental issue
with unusual frankness and candor:
With my point of view on God, I am incapable of accepting
the claims of Joseph Smith and the Mormons, be they however
so convincing. If God does not exist, how can Joseph Smith’s
story have any possible validity? I will look everywhere for
explanations except to the ONE explanation that is the position of the church.⁶²
Regarding the Book of Mormon, the editors of American Apocrypha acknowledge “the book’s interesting and impressive literary,
theological, psychological, and spiritual qualities that have had such a
profound impact on people.”⁶³ It is refreshing to ﬁnd some critics now
acknowledging the Book of Mormon’s once universally denied merits.
Nonetheless, they deny the factual truth of its narrative.
61. Arthur Conan Doyle, The Sign of Four (London: Blackett, 1890), chap. 6.
62. Dale Morgan to Juanita Brooks, 15 December 1945, at Arlington, Virginia. Transcribed in John Phillip Walker, ed., Dale Morgan on Early Mormonism: Correspondence
and a New History (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1986), 84–91. The quoted passage
occurs on page 87. I extend thanks to Gary Novak for calling attention to this passage.
63. “Editors’ Introduction,” ix.
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Is the Book of Mormon pseudonymous? We think so. Apocryphal? Yes. Is it therefore less able to touch people’s hearts?
No. Our position is that the scriptural tradition includes
ﬁction—parables, poetry, hyperbole, psalms, historical verisimilitude, and other genres—and that such writing can be
as powerful in providing people with spiritual guidance as
non-ﬁction. To acknowledge the obvious ﬁctional quality of
the Book of Mormon is not to detract from the beauty and
brilliance of the sermons, visions, and other imagery.⁶⁴
One is tempted, though, to ask how much spiritual guidance the
editors themselves actually ﬁnd in the book. Speaking to a Sunstone
symposium audience on 5 August 2000, Brent Metcalfe identiﬁed himself to his audience, as he has described himself on numerous occasions
over many years, as an “atheist.”⁶⁵ Similarly, Dan Vogel announces in
the introduction to his recent portrayal of Joseph Smith that he views
“any claim of the paranormal”—which must surely include prophethood—as either “delusion or fraud” and that he sees no evidence whatever for what he terms “the supernatural.”⁶⁶ “At heart,” he writes,
I am a rationalist and naturalist. I believe that the physical
universe follows natural law, that it does not behave in supernatural or contradictory ways, that it functions without
supernatural forces, and that it is unnecessary to go outside
nature to explain what takes place within it.⁶⁷
But how can those who deny the existence of spirits speak meaningfully of “spiritual guidance”? More to the point, it would surely
seem that much if not all of the Book of Mormon’s supposed spiritual
power is available only to those who believe its claims about itself and
64. “Editors’ Introduction,” ix.
65. His self-characterization can be heard on the oﬃcial Sunstone tape of the session
(SL 00 #331).
66. Dan Vogel, Joseph Smith: The Making of a Prophet (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 2004), xii.
67. Vogel, Joseph Smith, 570 n. 39.
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act on the basis of such belief. Yet, on the point of view oﬀered up by
American Apocrypha, those who do so are, quite literally, fools.
Does the language of American Apocrypha’s editors (“the scriptural tradition,” “powerful,” “spiritual guidance,” “the beauty and
brilliance of the sermons”) represent anything more than window
dressing? What does it oﬀer, besides a spoonful of sugar that will help
the medicine of atheism or agnosticism go down?
The Present Review
I would like to say a word about two of the essays in the present
number of the FARMS Review.
First, A. Don Sorensen’s “The Problem of the Sermon on the
Mount and 3 Nephi” represents the ﬁrstfruits of what I hope will be
a continuing if occasional practice of publishing older essays—essays
that are largely inaccessible and, very likely, previously unpublished—
that we deem of lasting interest. In such cases, we will generally make
no systematic eﬀort to bring these items up to date with current literature, which might often prove tantamount to rewriting them.
Second, Matthew Roper’s essay on “Limited Geography and the
Book of Mormon” demonstrates beyond reasonable dispute that the
geography of the Book of Mormon has been open to speculation by
both leaders and ordinary members of the church since the book was
ﬁrst published in 1830. Furthermore, Roper’s essay establishes, contrary to the claims of certain critics, that the so-called limited geographical model of the Book of Mormon was born long before Amerindian DNA became an issue, and, even, considerably prior to the
rise of scientiﬁc Mesoamerican archaeology. It cannot, therefore, be
dismissed as merely a desperate ad hoc response to developments in
genetics over the past few years or to the supposedly threatening results of recent ﬁeld excavations.
Nonetheless, in view of recurrent misunderstandings and distortions of the “FARMS position” on Amerindian DNA and the Book
of Mormon, as well as on limited geographical models of the Book
of Mormon, I feel obliged to state as clearly as I can that nothing in
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Roper’s essay should be taken to imply or entail a claim that Amerindians generally (that is, beyond the limited geographical conﬁnes
of the Book of Mormon story) are not really Lamanites. Limited geographical models do not restrict the descendants of the Lamanites to
a small area of Mesoamerica. It is entirely conceivable—indeed, it is
virtually inevitable—that gradually, over the centuries, undetermined
numbers of the descendants of the Jaredites, Lehites, and Mulekites
moved out of the region covered by the Book of Mormon narrative.
Common sense tells us that this must have been so, but there are even
indications of such movements in the text itself. Although, for obvious
reasons, we are told nothing about it in the Book of Mormon itself, the
Lamanites clearly have a history after the disastrous end of the overall
Nephite story in AD 421. But so, too, do at least some Nephites. For example, Nephite survivors of the ﬁnal battle ﬂed southward (Mormon
6:15). Additionally, there were an unknown number of migrations
northward, to territories largely or entirely beyond the horizons of the
Book of Mormon, in the ﬁrst century before Christ (Alma 63:4–10;
Helaman 3:3–16). Finally, the story of Zelph and Onandagus to which
Roper alludes, to the extent that it tells us anything at all, surely refers
to personalities (including, apparently, a major prophet) and a place
(“the plains of the Nephites”) that do not ﬁgure in the Book of Mormon
story.⁶⁸ Very possibly they belong to a time or a place, or both, beyond
the ken of the mainstream Nephite record keepers. Of this diaspora
of Book of Mormon peoples—how far they traveled, with whom they
and their posterity intermarried—we can say virtually nothing. But
the miraculous power of intermarriage to spread “descent” over time
suggests that all, or virtually all, Amerindians may well be related to
one or more of the peoples described in the Book of Mormon.⁶⁹
68. See Matthew Roper, “Limited Geography and the Book of Mormon: Historical
Antecedents and Early Interpretations,” in this number of the FARMS Review, pages
225–75.
69. See Brian D. Stubbs, “Elusive Israel and the Numerical Dynamics of Population
Mixing,” FARMS Review 15/2 (2003): 165–82; and Matthew Roper, “Swimming in the
Gene Pool: Israelite Kinship Relations, Genes, and Genealogy,” FARMS Review 15/2
(2003): 159–63.
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Editor’s Picks
And now, as mandated by venerable tradition and dictated by underwhelming popular demand, I list some of the items treated in the
present number of the FARMS Review and append my own (inescapably subjective) ratings to them. (Items reviewed herein that fail to
appear in this list do so, simply, because we found ourselves unable
to recommend them.) The ratings were determined in consultation
with the two associate editors and the production editor of the Review,
but the ﬁnal responsibility for making the judgments is mine. As I
have noted previously, the speciﬁc ratings are somewhat arbitrary and
could easily have been diﬀerent. More ﬁrm is the distinction between
what we recommend and what we do not.
This is the scale that we use in our rating system:
**** Outstanding, a seminal work of the kind that appears only
rarely
*** Enthusiastically recommended
** Warmly recommended
* Recommended
Here, then (the tension and anticipation having mounted to dangerous levels), are the recommendations from this number of the
FARMS Review:
*** Douglas E. Cowan, Bearing False Witness? An Introduction
to the Christian Countercult
*** John W. Welch, David Rolph Seely, and Jo Ann H. Seely,
eds., Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem
** David E. Bokovoy and John A. Tvedtnes, Testaments: Links
between the Book of Mormon and the Hebrew Bible
** Douglas J. Davies, An Introduction to Mormonism
** Alonzo L. Gaskill, The Lost Language of Symbolism: An Essential Guide for Recognizing and Interpreting Symbols of
the Gospel
** Avraham Gileadi, Isaiah Decoded: Ascending the Ladder to
Heaven
* Ed J. Pinegar and Richard J. Allen, Teachings and Commentaries on the Book of Mormon
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I wish to express my gratitude to all those who have worked on
this number of the FARMS Review. Above all, I thank the writers,
volunteers all, for their unpaid work. Emily Ellsworth, Paula Hicken,
Margene Jolley, Jennifer Messick, Linda Sheﬃeld, Amanda Smith, and
Gina D. Tanner did our source checking and proofreading. Mary M.
Rogers and Jacob Rawlins did the typesetting. The Review’s production editor, Shirley Ricks, was, as always, indispensable and marvelously competent. Professor David McClellan provided expert opinion
on a technical point, Noel B. Reynolds advised us on one of the essays,
and Matthew Roper helped in locating some of the sources for this
introduction. Alison V. P. Coutts, FARMS’s director of publications,
read through all the essays, oﬀering valuable suggestions, as did the
Review’s two associate editors, Louis C. Midgley and George L. Mitton. Nonetheless, the opinions and interpretations expressed herein
remain those of the authors. They are not necessarily those of the
Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, and they are
not necessarily those of the editors. I hope, however, that they are interesting, thought-provoking, and useful.

SEARCHING FOR BOOK OF MORMON
LANDS IN MIDDLE AMERICA
John E. Clark

John E. Clark (PhD, University of Michigan) is a
professor of anthropology at Brigham Young University.

T

he Book of Mormon communicates clearly four fundamentals
about its setting: its lands were warm, narrow in at least one
place, ﬂanked by “seas,” and small. Many inferences ﬂow from these
facts, the most salient being that Book of Mormon events occurred
somewhere in Middle America. But where? Dozens of correlations
have been proposed over the years, with no consensus in sight. In this
essay I review two recent proposals and consider their merits against
the backdrop of adjacent alternatives. In doing so, I presume that getting the geography right is important for a variety of reasons and that
there are clear tests for making the determination. Here I evaluate two
models in light of geographical, archaeological, and anthropological
criteria. Physical features and city locations need to conform to the
claims in the text, sites need to date to the right time periods, and
there should be evidence (or a plausible presumption) of the cultural
practices mentioned in the Book of Mormon.
My speciﬁc objective is to evaluate Joseph L. Allen’s recent publication Sacred Sites: Searching for Book of Mormon Lands and James
Review of Joseph L. Allen. Sacred Sites: Searching for Book of Mormon Lands. American Fork, UT: Covenant Communications, 2003.
108 pp. $29.95.
Review of James Warr. A New Model for Book of Mormon Geography
at www.geocities.com/jwarr87480/index2.html. 2001.
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Warr’s A New Model for Book of Mormon Geography, a Web site copyrighted in 2001. After a brief overview of each, I focus on the plausibility of their major claims.

Allen’s Sacred Sites
This slim hardback book—lavishly colored with images of wildﬂowers, maps, sites, peoples, places, and fake artifacts—merits a glance
but not a careful read. Its substance evaporates with scrutiny. Although
Allen presents himself as an expert with forty years of research experience, a PhD on Quetzalcoatl legends, and more than two hundred
tours to Middle America, his expertise is not evident in this publication; this is not his best work. Outwardly, Sacred Sites has the form of
a book, but it is really an expensive promotional brochure for a Book
of Mormon tour, complete with a $400 voucher on the inside ﬂap. The
book privileges impressions over substance and appears designed for
travelers with short attention spans and little knowledge. Presentations are shallow, with splashes of color substituting for cogent discussion. Sacred Sites is disappointing because it lacks an introduction, a theme, a logical argument, cohesion, relevant and correctly
labeled illustrations, competent editing, attribution of information
to legitimate sources, complete bibliographic references, and conclusions. Rather, its ten chapters are more akin to disjointed journal
entries for diﬀerent travel stops. The publication presumes the presence of a tour guide who can explain why the issues and illustrations are relevant, interesting, or true. Without a guide, it needs to
be supplemented with Allen’s earlier, extensive work, Exploring the
Lands of the Book of Mormon.¹
Sacred Sites appears designed for durability and usability for those
on tour with only a few minutes per day to read. The highlight is its
cover (an impressionistic color painting of Izapa Stela 5) and the commissioned illustrations just inside. The front endpapers feature a colorful rendition of Allen’s proposed site of Book of Mormon lands in
1. Joseph L. Allen, Exploring the Lands of the Book of Mormon (Orem, UT: S.A.,
1989).
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southern Mexico, Guatemala, and Belize—an area known to archaeologists as Mesoamerica. The artwork by Cliﬀ Dunstan conveys a 1950s
pastel watercolor look to the maps, time lines, and other graphics. On
the back endpapers one ﬁnds a chart that juxtaposes chronologies of
Mesoamerican cultures and cities and those in the Book of Mormon.
Much of the displayed chronological information, however, is imprecise. Site histories are lengthened or shortened by a century or two to
ﬁt Book of Mormon expectations rather than chronologies reported
by archaeologists. But the reader cannot learn this because sources
for critical information are not listed; citation oversights characterize
each chapter, and several citations listed lack essential information.
There is no indication that facts or precision matter.
Its ten chapters cover the following themes and places: sacred geography, Lehi’s landing site, the route up to Nephi, the route down
to Zarahemla, the east wilderness, the land of Bountiful, the land of
Desolation, Monte Alban, Teotihuacan, the term dark and loathsome,
and the term pure and delightsome. Allen was heavily inﬂuenced by
M. Wells Jakeman in the 1960s and tries to follow Jakeman’s historic
approach to early Mesoamerica and geography.
Allen accords archaeology a major role in understanding the
Book of Mormon. On the back cover of his publication, he proclaims
that “the primary purpose of this book is to bring to life the historical
and geographical elements of the Book of Mormon. It will also show
how, in most instances, these details can lead us to Christ, which
is the ultimate purpose of the Book of Mormon.” In short, Allen is
marketing spiritual experiences at sacred sites. These are powerful
objectives worth discussing. Surely the claims of capturing ancient
spirituality by retracing the steps of ancient prophets depend on being at the right places.

Warr’s New Model
Warr argues that Mesoamerica does not ﬁt the tight speciﬁcations
for Book of Mormon lands from the text and that a much better ﬁt
can be found in Costa Rica and adjoining countries of lower Central
America. Although his material is found on a Web site, his argument
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is more booklike, coherent, and reader-friendly than Allen’s book. I
did not expect to be impressed with any proposal for a Central America correlation for Book of Mormon lands, but I was. Warr’s work is
worth contemplating. He proceeds logically with all the information
he can muster from various sources. He carefully lays out the requirements for each geographical feature and argues for placing them in
Central America rather than elsewhere. His work is broadly comparative and competitive. He has read other proposals that place Book of
Mormon lands in the Great Lakes region, South America, or parts of
Mesoamerica, and he identiﬁes their deﬁciencies.²
Warr addresses four categories of topics, arranged hierarchically and
accessible as separate topics by clicking the appropriate icon: Book of Mormon lands, populations, cultures, and miscellaneous topics. He considers
fourteen places or topics under the category lands: the narrow neck, seas,
river Sidon, travel distances, comparison of distances, Nephite lands as
an island (however, this link is not currently active), Cumorah, and the
lands of Zarahemla, Nephi, Gideon, Jershon, Desolation, Bountiful, and
those of the Jaredites. In the culture section, he provides an interesting
comparison of Nephite and Jaredite cultures and by so doing raises, by
implication, the unaddressed question of Lamanite culture, a topic meriting serious investigation. Warr’s miscellaneous topics cover a broad
range, from Joseph Smith’s opinion of Nephite geography to the large
stone balls found in Costa Rica. The starting point for his presentation
appears to be his conviction that the narrow neck of land is the key
for locating Book of Mormon lands. As do others, Warr considers the
Isthmus of Tehuantepec, the narrow neck proposed for Mesoamerican
correlations such as Allen’s, to be much too wide to meet the speciﬁcations in the text.
The narrow neck of land is necessarily linked to the identiﬁcation of the east and west seas of the Book of Mormon account. I agree
with Warr that this neck is a key feature of Book of Mormon lands.
If we could pinpoint its location correctly, the sites for other features
2. Allen evaluates other geographies also and makes a comparative case for his own
in Exploring the Lands of the Book of Mormon.
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and cities would eventually follow. At least six diﬀerent locations for
the narrow neck have been proposed for Middle America (see ﬁg. 1).
Identiﬁcation of this key feature is the starting place in evaluating the
plausibility of diﬀerent proposed geographies.

Figure 1. Map of Middle America showing the locations of proposed narrow necks.

The Narrow Neck and the Sea East
For some time now, all presentations of Book of Mormon geography, explicitly or not, have contended with John Sorenson’s limited
Mesoamerica model.³
The simpliﬁcation of his model shown in ﬁgure 2 illustrates principal relationships among the lands northward and southward, the narrow
neck of land at the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in southern Mexico, and the
east and west seas. Figure 3 demonstrates that Allen’s geography shares
some features with Sorenson’s, such as the location of the narrow
3. See John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1985, 1996); Sorenson, The Geography of Book of
Mormon Events: A Sourcebook (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1990, 1992); and Sorenson, Mormon’s Map (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000).
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Figure 2. Schematic summary of John Sorenson’s limited Mesoamerica model.

Figure 3. Schematic summary of Joseph Allen’s limited Mesoamerica model.
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neck of land, but some proposed locations diﬀer signiﬁcantly in the
two proposals. James Warr rejects the Tehuantepec hypothesis and
other proposals for the narrow neck in Middle America because, in
his opinion, they do not conform to the requirements for the narrow
neck speciﬁed in the Book of Mormon. He lists at least twelve criteria
for identifying this feature:
1. It should be oriented in a general north-south direction (Alma 22:32).
2. It is ﬂanked by a west sea and an east sea (Alma
22:32).
3. It should be located at a place where “the sea divides
the land” (Ether 10:20).
4. It may have a separate feature called the “narrow
pass” (or this may just be another name for the narrow neck;
Alma 50:34; 52:9).
5. It could be traversed in 1 to 1 1/2 days (this would
make it approximately 15–40 miles wide; Alma 22:32; Helaman 4:7).
6. It was at a lower elevation than the higher land to the
south (Mormon 4:1, 19).
7. The combined land of Zarahemla and Nephi, southward from the narrow neck, was almost completely surrounded by water and was small enough that the inhabitants
considered it an island (Alma 22:32; 2 Nephi 10:20–21).
8. At one time in Jaredite history the narrow neck was
blocked by an infestation of poisonous snakes so that neither
man nor beast could pass. (This could only occur if there were
a water barrier on both sides; Ether 9:31–34). . . .
9. The city of Desolation was located on the northern
portion of the narrow neck (Mormon 3:5–7).
10. Lib, a Jaredite king, built a “great city” at the narrow
neck (this may be the same as the city of Desolation; Ether
10:20). . . .
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11. It should be an area which would be easy to fortify
(Alma 52:9; Mormon 3:5–6).
12. The Jaredites did not inhabit the land south of the narrow neck, but reserved it for hunting. Therefore there should
be no remnants of ancient Jaredite cities south of the isthmus
(Ether 10:21). (Warr, “The Narrow Neck of Land,” with minor
editorial changes and some deletions)
Choosing the Right Neck
Some of these inferences are more secure than others, but for purposes of discussion, I take them at face value to recapitulate Warr’s
criticisms of other geographies and his advocacy of his own. Warr’s
principal target is the Tehuantepec hypothesis. How does it stack up
against his expectations? Tehuantepec has a few things going for it:
“It is surrounded by ancient ruins of the classical Maya and Olmec
eras. . . . The land below the isthmus (east and south) is largely surrounded by water and could loosely be considered an island. . . . It is at
a lower elevation than the land on either side” (Warr, “The Isthmus of
Tehuantepec”). According to Warr, however, Tehuantepec fails as the
narrow neck of land on eight counts:
1. It is much too wide. It is 140 miles across and would
not be considered narrow by the average person. It could not
be crossed in 1 1/2 days by the average person, but would take
7 days at 20 miles per day. . . .
2. It is oriented in the wrong direction. It is oriented in
an east-west direction rather than the “northward” direction
described in the Book of Mormon (Alma 22:32).
3. It is not bordered by a west sea and an east sea, but by
a north sea and a south sea (Alma 22:32).
4. It does not have a recognizable feature called the
“narrow pass” (Alma 50:34 and 52:9).
5. It is not located at a place where the “sea divides the
land” (Ether 10:20).

ALLEN, WARR, BOOK OF MORMON GEOGRAPHY (CLARK) • 9

6. It is unlikely that it could be completely blocked by an
infestation of snakes as described in Ether 9:31–34.
7. This isthmus would be diﬃcult to completely fortify
against an invading army (Alma 52:9).
8. Assuming that the Olmec and Early Formative people of this area were equivalent to the Jaredites, there are
many of their ruins on both sides of the isthmus. However,
the Jaredites did not build cities south of the narrow neck and
preserved the land as a wilderness (Ether 10:21). This being
the case, the area of Chiapas, Guatemala, etc., could not be
the land of Zarahemla. (Warr, “The Isthmus of Tehuantepec,”
with minor editorial changes)
As outlined by Warr, the deﬁciencies of the Tehuantepec theory
are insurmountable, but not all is as he portrays it. Some of his claims
go beyond what the text states and are shaded with cultural assumptions. I will return to Warr’s speciﬁc objections after ﬁrst presenting
his proposal for the narrow neck of land on the Rivas Isthmus of Costa
Rica and Nicaragua, a narrow corridor between the Paciﬁc Ocean and
Lake Nicaragua (ﬁg. 4).

Figure 4. Schematic summary of James Warr’s limited Costa Rica model.
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The Isthmus of Rivas is a low-lying strip of land between
the Paciﬁc Ocean on the west and Lake Nicaragua on the east.
On the western side the isthmus is composed of a low range
of coastal mountains paralleling the Paciﬁc coast. These hills
reach a maximum height of 1,700 feet. A low-lying plain,
about 4 miles wide, and averaging 100 feet above sea level,
forms a corridor bordering Lake Nicaragua. . . .
In close association with the Isthmus of Rivas is the adjacent Lake Nicaragua. This lake is the largest freshwater lake in
Central America and the dominant physical feature of Nicaragua. The Indian name for the lake was Cocibolca, meaning
“sweet sea”; the Spanish called it Mar Dulce. It is oval in shape,
has a surface area of 3,149 square miles, is 110 miles in length,
and has an average width of 36 miles. It is about 60 feet deep in
the center. . . . More than 40 rivers drain into the lake. . . .
How does the Isthmus of Rivas match the criteria . . . for
the narrow neck of land? It is oriented in a northwest-southeast direction, bordered on the west by the Paciﬁc (west sea),
and on the east by Lake Nicaragua (east sea). Lake Nicaragua divides Paciﬁc Nicaragua from the Caribbean side, hence
“the place where the sea divides the land” (Ether 10:20). The
narrow, level corridor bordering the lake would be the feature
called the “narrow pass.” The isthmus is narrow enough to
cross by foot in a day.
The isthmus is much lower than the Guanacaste highlands, to the immediate south in Costa Rica. . . . The land mass
of Costa Rica/Panama could easily be considered an “isle” and
is at least 80–90% surrounded by the Paciﬁc and Caribbean.
This is something that the average Nephite would have been
visually aware of. By climbing one of the taller mountains in
Costa Rica, one can see the oceans on both sides, and possibly
Lake Nicaragua and the isthmus as well. . . .
Considering all these factors, it appears that there is a
strong correlation between the Isthmus of Rivas in Nicaragua
and the narrow neck of land described in the Book of Mor-
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mon. (Warr, “The Isthmus of Rivas as the Narrow Neck of
Land,” with minor editorial changes)
Evaluating the Necks
Warr agrees with Sorenson and Allen that the narrow neck is an
isthmus. The principal disagreements center around the size of the
isthmus and its orientation. Most critics of Sorenson’s model focus on
his interpretation of directions. Allen criticizes Sorenson’s model for
its directional system but agrees with his identiﬁcation of the narrow
neck, the river Sidon, Zarahemla, and Cumorah. In his major work on
Book of Mormon geography, Allen advocates two criteria that reveal
his “what-you-see-is-what-you-get” method; he phrases it as taking
things at “face value.”
1. We must take the Book of Mormon at face value. To alter
its directions, as some current literature suggests, or to demand
unbelievable distances, as tradition outlines, is unacceptable.
2. We must be willing to accept existing maps at face
value. To put water where none exists today, to create a makebelieve narrow neck of land, or to alter the directions of the
map confuses the issue and does nothing to solve the problem. By following both the Book of Mormon and the Mesoamerica map speciﬁcally, we ﬁnd impressive geographical
correlations.⁴
Of course, there is always a possibility that surface appearances are
unproblematic, obvious, and correct, but such could only be shown
through analysis that explored other options and did not presume
a priori the validity of one’s own superﬁcial interpretation. Cultural
background passes as epistemology here, and unconvincingly so.
The speciﬁc claim of interest is that “some literature” alters directions in the Book of Mormon or on Mesoamerican maps. This is
demonstrably untrue. Sorenson’s geography is the real target here. He
has preserved the orientation of Mesoamerica in all of his arguments,
4. Allen, Exploring the Lands of the Book of Mormon, 10.
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and he has not, to my knowledge, altered even a single scripture to say
that north was west or south was east. What Allen’s loose accusations
appear to be trying to convey is that Sorenson does not assume that
“northward” in the Book of Mormon is obvious, so it is not something
that can be taken at “face value.” The problem resides neither in the
manipulation of modern maps nor in ancient scripture but in the rapprochement of the two.
In disagreeing with Sorenson on some issues but agreeing on others, Allen introduces a fundamental inconsistency into his model. He
wants to have his European, north-south directions and the Isthmus
of Tehuantepec, too. If the narrow neck is indeed an isthmus between
two seas, and not a landlocked corridor as some authors have claimed,
the bodies of water that ﬂanked it are the east and west seas mentioned
in the Book of Mormon. Warr and Sorenson are consistent here; Allen and others who follow the Jakeman correlation are not. Notice in
ﬁgure 3 that Allen’s proposed east sea is not associated with his proposed narrow neck. Allen identiﬁes the Belize coast as the borders of
the east sea but places the narrow neck at the Isthmus of Tehuantepec
several hundred miles due west. This is poor logic and modeling. He

Figure 5. Schematic summary of E. L. Peay’s limited Mesoamerica model.
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can’t have both. (He labels the sea north of this isthmus as the “place
where the sea divides the land.”) Given Allen’s claims for the Nephite
directional system, a more consistent position would be to have the
narrow neck at the base of the Yucatan Peninsula, as proposed by E. L.
Peay (ﬁg. 5).⁵ But this neck is not narrow now, nor was it in Nephite or
Jaredite times. The Yucatan proposal has little going for it other than
being oriented north-south on the modern compass. Warr provides a
brief criticism of the Yucatan hypothesis. He lists four serious problems; some are more serious and valid than others:
1. “There is no evidence that there ever was a ‘narrow neck’ at the base
of Yucatan. A theory which requires a change in geography is suspect.”
2. “There are the seas as required by the text; however, there does
not seem to be a place where the ‘sea divides the land.’ ”
3. “The Yucatan Peninsula would be a very limited ‘land northward’ and would not have contained the tremendous Nephite emigration that the book describes. Even more important it would not
have been large enough to house the Jaredite population which inhabited the land northward and which surpassed the Nephite/Lamanite
group in size. Also, there are few if any of the older Olmec era sites on
the peninsula. . . .”
4. “There is no evidence of the geological changes described in the
text for the land northward, which took place at the time of the cruciﬁxion” (Warr, “The Yucatan Peninsula”; this material was available in
2003 but no longer seems to appear on his Web site).
His second criticism is dubious, and most of his third is based on
unreliable population estimates and is thus invalid as proposed. The
most critical ﬂaw for Peay’s model is archaeological. There is no trace
of pre-Nephite civilized peoples in the Yucatan Peninsula.
Of the dozen requirements listed by Warr, some lack suﬃcient
speciﬁcity to distinguish among the diﬀerent proposals for the narrow neck. He appears convinced that he has discovered the only
viable candidate in the Rivas Isthmus—a precipitous conclusion. I
5. E. L. Peay, The Lands of Zarahemla: A Book of Mormon Commentary (Salt Lake
City: Northwest, 1993); and Peay, The Lands of Zarahemla: Nephi’s Land of Promise
(Provo, UT: Peay, 1994).

14 • THE FARMS REVIEW 16/2 (2004)

consider Warr’s and Sorenson’s proposals together in the following
comments. The numbers are keyed to Warr’s original twelve criteria
listed above.
1. General north-south direction. Sorenson’s argument about
directional systems is that they are cultural and not necessarily transparent. Soliciting directions in a sun-centered system is like asking
someone to identify the shady side of a tree. This simple request should
elicit more questions because shade pivots with the sun through the
day and across the year. That celestial-dependent directions such as
east and west are a bit sloppy—seasonally, topographically, latitudinally, and culturally—is such an anthropological commonplace that I
have diﬃculty understanding why Sorenson’s proposal for directions
has become so controversial. Sorenson’s critics, among them Allen
and Warr, insist that directions are universal absolutes that conform
to American common sense. In this regard it is worth stressing that
“common sense” is cultural code for culturally dependent knowledge
that makes little sense outside one’s own time or place. Likening scriptures to oneself does not come with license to ﬂatten cultural distinctions. The issue of directions pervades all aspects of Book of Mormon
geography and not just the identiﬁcation of the narrow neck. To the
degree that Mormon’s descriptions of directions conform to those for
rural Utah today, Warr’s proposal will prove superior to Sorenson’s on
this criterion—and vice versa.
We may be tempted to think automatically that “northward” and “southward” label directions that are the same as
“north” and “south.” But “northward” signals a diﬀerent concept than does “north,” something like “in a general northerly
direction.” By their frequency of using the -ward suﬃx, we can
infer that Mormon and his ancestors used a somewhat diﬀerent cultural scheme for directions than we do. However, we
cannot tell from the Book of Mormon text exactly how their
concepts diﬀered from ours, because all we have to work with
is the English translation provided through Joseph Smith.⁶
6. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map, 80–81.
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2. Flanked by a west sea and an east sea. This criterion is also
dependent on directional systems and naming, both of which make
sense only from a particular vantage point. One’s point of reference is
critical. It is obvious to everyone that Mesoamerica around the Isthmus of Tehuantepec has oceans to the north and south rather than
to the east and west. But from the point of view of the Lehites and
the Mulekites leaving Jerusalem, the Paciﬁc and Atlantic Oceans were
eastward and westward paths to the promised land. The designations
of these seas appears to be tied to these original, arduous journeys
across oceans and the receding direction of their forfeited homeland.⁷
That the directional name might not be an accurate descriptor for every inlet, bay, or stretch of beach is a diﬀerent matter.
The directional trend of the two lands and the neck was
generally north-south. The east sea (six references) and the west
sea (twelve references) were the primary bodies of water that
bounded this promised land. But notice that the key term of reference is not “land north” (only ﬁve references) but “land northward” (thirty-one references). There is, of course, a distinction;
“land northward” implies a direction somewhat oﬀ from literal
north. This implication that the lands are not simply oriented
to the cardinal directions is conﬁrmed by reference to the “sea
north” and “sea south” (Helaman 3:8). These terms are used only
once, in reference to the colonizing of the land northward by the
Nephites, but not in connection with the land southward. The
only way to have seas north and south on a literal or descriptive
basis would be for the two major bodies of land to be oriented at
an angle somewhat oﬀ true north-south. That would allow part
of the ocean to lie toward the south of one and another part of
the ocean to lie toward north of the other.⁸
7. “These seas had to be the Paciﬁc and Atlantic oceans, respectively, because Lehi₁
arrived from the Old World across the west sea (see Alma 22:28), and the party that
brought Mulek from the land of Judah came ‘across the great waters’ (Omni 1:16) to the
‘borders by the east sea.’ The city of Mulek was located in that area and was presumably
near the location where they ﬁrst settled (see Alma 51:26).” Sorenson, Mormon’s Map, 20.
8. Ibid., 18–20.
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In terms of semantic domains, the text conveys a sense of equivalence between the two seas, indicating that they are the same kinds of
bodied water and of similar magnitude. Sorenson’s model preserves
semantic similarity, but Warr’s does not. He would have one sea be
the Paciﬁc Ocean and another a large lake.⁹ Many Book of Mormon
“geographers” entertain the notion that large lakes could have been
called “seas,” but these designations ignore the fact that the seas were
also crossed to get to the new “promised land.” I ﬁnd Sorenson’s model
more consistent on this criterion than Warr’s.
3. A place where “the sea divides the land.” Warr’s interpretation of Lake Nicaragua as “dividing the land” is really innovative but,
I think, implausible. At best, this criterion is extremely ambiguous
and unhelpful. Most proposals I have seen argue that it is a place in
the narrow neck where the water comes in, such as a river mouth or a
bay, rather than being an inland division. This criterion does not favor
either proposal.
9. Warr’s position on seas is ambiguous. In a quotation cited above, he calls Lake
Nicaragua the “east sea,” and he so labels it on the map to be found listed with item 4
under “Summary of Proposals.” In contrast, on his maps 1 and 1a he shows Lake Nicaragua as the north sea and the Caribbean Sea as the east sea. In the section under “Seas in
the Book of Mormon” he describes them as he labels them on these latter maps. I do not
know whether these diﬀerences represent a change of view that has not been completely
edited out of earlier versions of his Web site or merely muddled thinking that remains to
be clariﬁed. As it stands, he labels Lake Nicaragua as the north sea for some purposes and
as the east sea for others. Likewise, he is willing to ﬁnd other candidates for these two seas
at a larger scale of analysis: “The model I am proposing can include four seas, and is one
of the few places on the continent where such a match does occur. The west sea, of course,
would have been the Paciﬁc, and the east [sea] the Caribbean. From southern Costa Rica
and eastward into Panama, the Paciﬁc is actually the southern sea, and was so called by
the Spaniards and the Indians. There are two possibilities for the north sea (and both
may have been correct in their respective settings). In a limited sense, Lake Nicaragua
is the north sea for Costa Rica to the south. On a larger scale, and speaking of the land
northward, which is what the Book of Helaman was referring to, the Gulf of Honduras is
the north sea” (Warr, “Seas in the Book of Mormon”).
With all its touted advantages, then, we end up with the same situation as with other
geographies that propose diﬀerent names for the same body of water, or the same name
for diﬀerent bodies of water. This may indeed be how diﬀerent Book of Mormon writers
used the terms through time, but on its face, the hypothesis proposed by Warr lacks any
advantages of parsimony on this score over the alternatives he rejects.
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4. The “narrow pass.” This feature is equally ambiguous and
nondiﬀerentiating. Warr’s claim that the Tehuantepec model does not
handle this is incorrect. Warr’s commentary only makes sense if one
agrees with him that Sorenson’s description of the narrow ridge of
high ground through the lowlands of Tehuantepec is not a legitimate
interpretation of the “narrow pass.” But this is an argument about the
meaning of the text rather than over the presence or absence of a viable, physical feature. This criterion does not favor either model.
5. “The distance of a day and a half’s journey for a Nephite.”
Warr’s proposal for the narrow neck has an advantage over all others
(ﬁg. 1 no. 4) in being signiﬁcantly narrower, thus providing an easy,
“literal” reading for the short journey for “a Nephite.” He argues that
this distance should be in the range of ﬁfteen to forty miles. Warr
muddies the water extensively in his comments on his proposal by
putting restrictions in the text that simply are not there. The “Nephite”
mentioned in the Book of Mormon becomes “an average person” or
“an average Nephite” in Warr’s exposition. This is probably wrong.
B. Keith Christensen argues that the context and phrasing suggest
something signiﬁcantly diﬀerent. He proposes a distance upwards of
a hundred miles, with the “day’s journey” occurring under military
conditions and with a special courier, being at least eighteen hours of
travel per day, and probably on a horse.¹⁰ This accords with his proposed geography shown in ﬁgure 6. Personally, I think the wider distance crossed by military personnel a more likely interpretation. In
fairness, however, the description of distance is ambiguous and provides ample latitude for contravening interpretations. In his eﬀort to
resolve the problem of wide isthmuses, I think Warr has erred on the
narrow side. His narrow neck is too small. It is not even a day’s travel
wide for an “average” walker on a short day. By highlighting this one
geographic feature at the expense of others, Warr fails to account for
10. B. Keith Christensen, “The Unknown Witness: Jerusalem, Geology, and the Origin
of the Book of Mormon” (manuscript, 1992), 147–59. Bringing horses into this issue adds
an unnecessary and unhelpful complication since horses in an American setting are problematic and require their own explanation. I think foot travel distances are a more plausible
reading of the verses in question. Special travel conditions or aids are not mentioned.
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Figure 6. Schematic summary of B. Keith Christensen’s limited Central America
model.

other signiﬁcant observations. For instance, Sorenson’s argument is
that the narrow neck had to be wide enough that people on the ground
such as Limhi’s group could pass through it without realizing it.¹¹ This
would have been nigh impossible for the Rivas Isthmus, given its narrow width, long length, and the advantageous viewing conditions
from its crest. Curiously, the Limhi episode did not make Warr’s list
of twelve criteria, but it is very signiﬁcant. In sum, the touted scalar
advantage of the Rivas peninsula over other proposals for the narrow
neck is actually a critical weakness. Like the old Grinch’s heart, the
11. “How wide was this narrow neck? One historical anecdote makes clear that it
was wide enough that a party passing through it could not detect seas on either side.
Limhi’s explorers traveled northward from the land of Nephi trying to locate Zarahemla
but wandered on through the narrow neck. When they returned home they thought they
had been in the land southward the whole time. Actually, they had journeyed all the way
through the neck to the zone of the Jaredites’ ﬁnal battles (see Mosiah 8:8, 21:25). (Had
there been any mountain near their route, they might have climbed to reconnoiter, seen
the sea, and reevaluated their position.) Later, however, after further exploration, the
Nephites came to realize that the neck connected two major land masses. Still later, in
the fourth century AD when Mormon prepared his account of the Nephite history, it was
well-known among his people that it was ‘the distance of a day and a half’s journey for a
Nephite’ across the isthmus (Alma 22:32).” Sorenson, Mormon’s Map, 21.
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Rivas neck is several sizes too small. I give the Tehuantepec proposal
the advantage on this criterion.
Before leaving this issue, it is worth mentioning that some proposals narrow the distance across the neck by suggesting raised sea levels
in Book of Mormon times. M. Wells Jakeman and his principal disciple,
Ross T. Christensen, argued that in Book of Mormon times the seas
came much farther inland in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, thus signiﬁcantly reducing the width of the narrow neck at this place.¹² Jerry L.
Ainsworth’s recent proposal (ﬁg. 7) adopts this line of argument.¹³ Archaeologically, though, we know of early and late sites near the current

Figure 7. Schematic summary of Jerry L. Ainsworth’s limited Mesoamerica model.
12. I learned this theory as an undergraduate from classes I took from Jakeman
and Christensen. Summaries of Jakeman’s model can be found in Sorenson’s Geography
of Book of Mormon Events (1992), 99–100; Allen’s Exploring the Lands of the Book of
Mormon (1989); Ross T. Christensen’s “Geography in Book of Mormon Archaeology,”
Newsletter and Proceedings of the SEHA no. 147 (1981): 1–4; and M. Wells Jakeman’s
“The Book-of-Mormon Civilizations: Their Origin, and their Development in Space and
Time,” in Progress in Archaeology: An Anthology, ed. Ross T. Christensen (Provo, UT:
BYU Press, 1963), 81–88.
13. Jerry L. Ainsworth, The Lives and Travels of Mormon and Moroni ([Murray, UT]:
PeaceMakers, 2000), 49.
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beach lines, so the ocean margins must have been at their current positions by about four thousand years ago, with only minor ﬂuctuations of
a meter or two since then. In short, recourse to catastrophic geology will
not do for slimming the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.
6. Lower elevation than the land to the south. Both proposals do
equally well with this requirement.
7. Almost completely surrounded by water. Warr muddies the
water a bit on this one, too, by claiming “that the inhabitants considered their land an island.” What the book says is that “the land of
Nephi and the land of Zarahemla were nearly surrounded by water”
(Alma 22:32), being an “isle of the sea” (2 Nephi 10:20). Sorenson clariﬁes that “in the King James Version of the Bible and generally in the
Book of Mormon, an ‘isle’ was not necessarily completely surrounded
by water; it was simply a place to which routine access was by sea, even
though a traveler might reach it by a land route as well.”¹⁴ Warr scores
this criterion equally for the Rivas and Tehuantepec proposals; I agree.
This is an ambiguous requirement of little distinguishing power.
8. Serpent barrier. The description of poisonous snakes blocking passage to the land southward in Jaredite times is one of the more
unusual claims in the Book of Mormon. I agree with Warr that the
incident indicates warm climes and favors the interpretation of the
narrow neck as an isthmus rather than a corridor. Beyond this, there
is not much that we can wring from this description. John Tvedtnes
suggests that the snakes could have been associated with drought and
infestations of small rodents,¹⁵ something that could have occurred in
either area. Poisonous snakes are probably prevalent in both proposed
areas. For now, this criterion does not favor either proposal. For his
part, Allen reads these passages metaphorically to refer to secret societies; he claims that a literal reading is nonsensical.
And there came forth poisonous serpents also upon the
face of the land, and did poison many people. And it came to
14. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map, 18.
15. John A. Tvedtnes, “Drought and Serpents,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies
6/1 (1997): 70–72.
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pass that their ﬂocks began to ﬂee before the poisonous serpents, towards the land southward, which was called by the
Nephites Zarahemla. (Ether 9:31)
A careful reading of this verse may cause questions to arise.
Neither serpents nor ﬂocks behave in the manner described
here. That is, poisonous serpents do not pursue animals; they
defend themselves against intruders including animals. Additionally, if in reality the ﬂocks represent sheep or cattle, it is
contrary to the way these animals react. They simply do not
travel hundreds of miles just to get away from snakes. . . .
If the serpents and ﬂocks represent groups of people
instead of animals, the scripture in Ether 9:31 takes on an
entirely diﬀerent meaning. The poisonous serpents may be
symbolic of the secret combinations, which did “poison many
people” (Ether 9:31). This is exactly how secret combinations
work. They spread their deadly poison among the people.
They draw them away by false promises for the sole purpose
of obtaining power over the masses and to get gain. Hence,
the ﬂocks could represent a righteous group of people who retreated to the Land Southward to escape the wickedness that
had come upon the land. The word “ﬂocks” is used in many
instances in the scriptures to represent a righteous group of
people. Indeed, the Savior is the Good Shepherd who watches
over His ﬂocks (Alma 5:59–60). (Allen, p. 25)
The logic in this exposition deﬁes analysis but is typical of assertions in Allen’s book. He is basically making the claim that if things
don’t mean what they appear to mean, their meaning is diﬀerent. There
is no indication in the text that this verse should be read metaphorically to refer to secret combinations. Allen extends the simple claim
that there was an infestation of snakes in the narrow neck to mean
that the snakes chased the animals over a hundred miles into the land
southward. The long distance is necessitated by his geography correlation rather than the text, which simply states that ﬂocks “began to ﬂee
before the poisonous serpents” toward the land southward. If a literal
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interpretation does not work in Allen’s scheme, perhaps the problem
lies with his scheme and not with the Book of Mormon account. Since
people and their “ﬂocks” are mentioned in this same verse, “ﬂocks”
cannot refer to people. The description here is evocative rather than
necessarily ecologically precise. I don’t imagine the prophet who recorded this account was actually in the ﬁeld moving to and fro in the
serpent patch to record speciﬁc reactions of man and beast and tagging the serpents to see how far they traveled during the year.
9. City of Desolation. This is actually a secondary criterion and
relies on the prior identiﬁcation of the narrow neck to derive its identiﬁcation. The placement of this city and others around the narrow neck
is not precise. Our expectation is that ancient sites near the neck should
date to late Jaredite and Nephite times. Sorenson’s proposal certainly
works here, as Warr acknowledges. For the Rivas hypothesis, however,
there are certainly sites of Nephite age, but it is not clear that there are
large sites (that would qualify as cities) in the right area, or any of Jaredite age. For the moment, Sorenson’s proposal has the edge here.
10. City of Lib (same comments as for 9).
11. Easy to fortify. Warr’s claim here goes beyond the text. The
Book of Mormon describes a fortiﬁed line in the narrow neck. Whether
it was easy or diﬃcult to fortify is not stated, only that it was done and
therefore was possible and useful to do. On general principles, neither
model has an advantage here. Warr phrases things so he can deal with
environmental possibilism rather than archaeology. He would have
readers believe they should look to the ease of fortifying a particular
stretch of ground, with the implication being that the shorter distance
would be easier to handle. I have no quarrel with a shorter distance
being easier to defend than a longer one, all other things being equal.
But the Book of Mormon makes no such claim. Warr’s claim is just a
guess passed oﬀ as textual inference. What would be more signiﬁcant
would be to ﬁnd defensible sites along a line in the area thought to be
the narrow neck. I know of none for either proposal, but neither area
has been investigated comprehensively by archaeologists. Identiﬁed
sites should date to the middle and late Nephite times. More archaeol-
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ogy will have to be done in the two areas proposed before we can judge
this criterion for either proposal.
12. Jaredites, Olmecs, and occupation in the land southward. I
have long considered this a possible weakness of the Sorenson model.
Many “ifs” are in play with this criterion, however, and it involves a reversal of previous logic that relies on locating the narrow neck to identify correctly the lands northward and southward. Reversing the logic
requires one ﬁrst to identify the land northward and then use this
knowledge to home in on the narrow neck. As many Latter-day Saint
authors have argued, the Olmecs are the best candidates for Jaredites.
If one assumes that the Olmecs were Jaredites, as Warr does, and if one
further assumes that the Jaredites stayed in the land northward and
only ventured into the land southward for hunting trips, as the text
implies, then the land southward would have to be south of known Olmec occupations. Because Olmecs lived on both sides of the Isthmus
of Tehuantepec, all the way to El Salvador, it follows that Tehuantepec
cannot be the narrow neck of land. I give Warr’s proposal the edge on
this criterion, as he has set it up. I consider this a serious criticism that
needs to be addressed, but it rides on many “ifs.” When real-world expectations do not accord with textual expectations, we can derive one
of several conclusions: ﬁrst, that we have focused on the wrong region
or, second, that we may be interpreting the text incorrectly.¹⁶ I expect
to see some movement on Warr’s criticism in the future.
I will make two observations for the record to move this issue
forward. First, Sorenson avoids the blanket equation of Jaredites with
Olmecs. Rather, he argues that some Olmecs may have been Jaredites,
but not all of them.¹⁷ This means that Warr’s assumptions do not apply
to Sorenson’s model as framed. There remains the observation that the
land southward was blocked oﬀ for a time and at a later time became
16. Of course there are other theoretical possibilities—that the text is wrong or untrue
in diverse ways and for various reasons. I do not consider possibilities of textual error or
inauthenticity here. All proposed Book of Mormon geographies necessarily embrace the
fundamental premise that the book is an authentic ancient account, a premise I follow.
17. John L. Sorenson, “Viva Zapato! Hurray for the Shoe!” Review of Books on the
Book of Mormon 6/1 (1994): 355–57.
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a hunting reserve. Given what little is known of Jaredite settlement,
we need to be careful not to imagine that we know more than we do.
Second, the text states that the land southward was opened up during
the days of King Lib. It is worth pointing out that the explosion of
Olmec inﬂuence east of Tehuantepec (Sorenson’s land southward) occurred after 900 BC, with only spotty inﬂuence before. I think the text
can be read as indicating that the south lands opened up at this time,
with colonization being part of the package. Sorenson dates King Lib
to about 1500 BC,¹⁸ so Olmec/Jaredite occupation south of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec after this time is not a problem for his model,
contrary to Warr’s critique.
The criterion of settlement history involves extremely slippery issues about other peoples, the nature of the Book of Mormon narrative, and so on. In discussions of Nephite demography (see following
section), it is now commonplace to make the observation that Lehites
and Mulekites were not alone on the continent. The same was true for
the Jaredites. Thus, for Sorenson there is no necessary one-to-one correspondence between Jaredites and Olmecs. Some Olmecs may have
been Jaredites, others may not. Claims in the Book of Mormon that
Jaredites did not occupy a land, therefore, are not equivalent to claiming that the lands were unoccupied. All parts of North, South, and
Middle America have been occupied since at least 3000 BC. Presumably non-Jaredites occupied most of these places for millennia, including the land southward, before Jaredites ever got there. So, as with
all Nephite/Lamanite questions, one must sort out time, place, and
culture in making an archaeological identiﬁcation of Jaredites.
It is worth noticing that Book of Mormon geographies positing
restricted lands and the presence of diﬀerent peoples on American
soil ignore the killing ﬂood of Noah’s day. Some authors appear not to
realize the implications of their claims. Allen, for example, seems unaware that some of his proposals rest on the proposition that Noah’s
ﬂood was not universal (in a literal, physical sense), and others on the
proposition that it was. He writes about the Jaredites as if they came to
18. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 117.
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empty land after the ﬂood, as in the traditional view of Book of Mormon geography, and he discusses the Nephites as if the ﬂood never
happened and that Book of Mormon lands were full of strangers. He
cannot have it both ways.
Summary Evaluation of Proposed Necks
In preceding comments I dismissed three proposals for a Middle
America narrow neck without much discussion (namely, a partially submerged Tehuantepec, the Yucatan Peninsula, and any slice of Panama
in a hemispheric view of Book of Mormon geography) and have evaluated seriously only Sorenson’s proposal for Tehuantepec and Warr’s for
the Rivas peninsula. Of the twelve criteria listed by Warr for the narrow
neck, four were too ambiguous to help in distinguishing between the
Rivas and Tehuantepec proposals, and three others worked equally well
for both. Of the ﬁve remaining criteria, I gave Sorenson’s proposal the
nod on four (seas, size of the neck, and the cities of Desolation and Lib)
and Warr’s proposal a possible advantage on the remaining question of
Jaredite occupation of the land southward. As noted, this is not an issue
in Sorenson’s model because he does not strictly identify the Jaredites
with cultures that archaeologists currently consider Olmecs.¹⁹
One additional test is available. The narrow neck of land relates
to the overall conﬁguration and scale of Book of Mormon lands. The
text makes claims for their occupation by various peoples at diﬀerent
times and even provides some clues about total population. Therefore,
19. The appropriate use of the term Olmec to distinguish archaeological cultures
is one of the most controversial topics in Mesoamerican archaeology, with a range of
opinions available. Those trying to match claims in the Book of Mormon to archaeology
frequently fail to realize that archaeological claims are inherently problematic and labile.
Archaeological knowledge is a rapidly moving target, so those making correlations must
keep this in mind. At the moment there is no consensus or core of mutual understanding
on who the Olmecs were or where they lived in Mesoamerica. For a range of views, see
David C. Grove, “Olmec: What’s in a Name?” in Regional Perspectives on the Olmec, ed.
Robert J. Sharer and David C. Grove (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989),
8–14; Kent V. Flannery and Joyce Marcus, “Formative Mexican Chiefdoms and the Myth
of the ‘Mother Culture,’ ” Journal of Anthropological Archaeology 19/1 (2000): 1–37; and
John E. Clark, “The Arts of Government in Early Mesoamerica,” Annual Review of Anthropology 26 (1997): 211–34.
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the plausibility of diﬀerent candidates for the narrow neck of land can
be roughly assessed by looking at comparative demographic histories
for the diﬀerent sectors, a claim implicit in Warr’s last criterion about
the Jaredites and Olmecs.

Book of Mormon Peoples, Populations, and Lands
Why is knowledge of population size in the Book of Mormon important? First of all, such knowledge would give us
clues relating to the geography of the Book of Mormon and
enable us to infer the size of the Nephite homeland; a large
population would be necessary to inhabit a continent, while
a smaller population would be suﬃcient to ﬁll a more compact area such as Mesoamerica (or Costa Rica, which I have
proposed for the land southward). Second, knowledge of
population size would allow a better comparison between the
Nephite and Jaredite cultures. Third, awareness of population
sizes would allow more accurate projections of anticipated archaeological sites and ruins and permit a more precise focus
on their possible locations. Fourth, such knowledge would
permit inferences on possible inclusions of outside groups
into Book of Mormon populations. (Warr, “Book of Mormon
Populations,” with minor editorial changes)
As noted above, Warr relied on this ﬁrst use of population size to dismiss Yucatan as the land northward because, in addition to its 230-mile
wide neck, the land is not big enough, in his opinion, to have housed the
Jaredites in their heyday. Admittedly, relying on population estimates
as surrogate measures of territory is a crude method, but useful nonetheless. In this section I explore its potential further, after ﬁrst providing a minimal case for population sizes of Book of Mormon peoples.
Warr summarizes some of the basic discussion of Book of Mormon population size published in other sources.²⁰ The best information
20. The basic sources on demography are by James E. Smith, “Nephi’s Descendants?
Historical Demography and the Book of Mormon,” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/1 (1994): 255–96; and Smith “How Many Nephites? The Book of Mormon at the
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comes from the battles of extermination. Nephite deaths at Cumorah
totaled at least 230,000; it is not clear whether this number included all
Nephites or only soldiers (see Mormon 6:10–15) or that units were at full
capacity. ²¹ I favor the view that it is a comprehensive tally, but to be on
the safe side, if only soldiers were counted and units were at full capacity,
the total Nephite population would have been about one million, with
the Lamanite population being considerably greater than this, at least
double the Nephites in the ﬁeld and more, counting the homeland.²² For
the earlier Jaredite tragedy, the death estimate comes in at conveniently
rounded numbers of two million men, women, and children for Coriantumr’s people. Supposedly, the people of Shiz would have constituted a
population of comparable size. Counting both factions, or peoples, gives
an overall estimated population of about four million.
Warr calculates maximum Jaredite population at forty to eighty
million, an estimate exaggerated by at least one order of magnitude,
and then some. He derives this estimate by assuming that the two million deaths reported by the prophet Ether (see Ether 15:2) were only 10
to 20 percent of the male population. “This would result in a total male
population of 10 to 20 million. Multiplying this by an average family
size of 4 would give us a total population of 40 to 80 million” (Warr,
“Book of Mormon Populations”).²³ Warr’s estimate generously exceeds
Bar of Demography,” in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisted, ed. Noel B. Reynolds
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 1997), 255–93.
21. This number is only an estimated maximum. Daniel Peterson, in personal correspondence, 28 October 2004, comments that “this estimate is reached by adding up
‘units’ of 10,000. How can we know that these were not merely theoretical numbers? A
Roman ‘century’ could, as I recall, include 40–100 soldiers. An American army division
can range—at least it could during WWII, if I remember what my father told me—between 6,000 and 15,000 troops. Our First and Second Quorums of Seventy have far fewer
than seventy members each.”
22. Warr estimates the total combined Nephite and Lamanite population in AD 385
at two to ten million—at least two million Nephites and four million Lamanites (Warr,
“Book of Mormon Populations”). I think these are within the correct order of magnitude,
but I opt for lower numbers.
23. This is a classic case of creating future problems for archaeological conﬁrmation
where they need not exist. There were not this many people living in all of the Americas
two thousand years ago. These are the sorts of interpretive exaggerations easily avoided
and the kind that provide fuel for detractors.
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any information in the text. Ether’s repetitious description notes that
“there had been slain two millions of mighty men, and also their wives
and their children” (Ether 15:2). Earlier in the same verse they are described as “nearly two millions of his [Coriantumr’s] people.” It is clear
that women and children were armed and part of the conﬂict (Ether
14:31; 15:15), and I suspect they are represented in the same global statistic. The text’s ambiguity allows room to push the death estimate to
eight million or to conﬁne it to two million; in the following speculations, I go with an estimate of four million Jaredite dead in the ﬁnal
years of battle. In sum, my working estimates for the ﬁnal battles are
about one million Nephites and more than twice as many Lamanites.
The Jaredite total is on par with the combined total of Nephites and
Lamanites. These estimates are portrayed in ﬁgure 8 as proportioned
squares. The area of each square represents relative population and, by
extension, territory size.
The squares show orders of magnitude rather than ﬁne distinctions. The proposition that population reﬂects territory size assumes
that people had to eat to live, that they had comparable dietary requirements, and that most of their food came from cultivated crops,
principally grains. If one presumes similar population densities in an
agrarian setting, then population becomes a direct measure of the land
under cultivation and, thus, territory size. In checking these predicted
relationships in a real world setting, however, the actual size of diﬀerent lands should be expected to have varied according to local conditions of terrain, cultivable ground, rainfall, and so on. Based on the

Figure 8. Relative sizes of Book of Mormon populations.
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population boxes, my expectation is that Jaredite lands (basically the
land northward) were comparable in size to Nephite-Lamanite lands
in about AD 300 (basically the land southward). The land southward
was divided into two sectors by a narrow wilderness strip, with the
land of Zarahemla located northward of this wilderness and the land
of Nephi to the south. In terms of exercises with maps, my expectation
is that the land of Zarahemla was about a half or a third the size of
the land of Nephi. Figure 9 displays these relationships schematically.
It is important to remember that the land of Bountiful was a part of
the greater land of Zarahemla and that the land of Desolation was in
the land northward; the narrow neck divided Bountiful from Desolation. As evident in ﬁgure 9, the land northward and the land of Nephi,
southward, were open-ended, so they could have accommodated more
population by extending boundaries. The land of Zarahemla, on the
other hand, was bounded on the east and west by seas, on its northerly
margin by the narrow neck, and on its southerly edge by the narrow
strip of wilderness. Because it was completely bounded and has the
most precise population statistics, it is the most useful datum for

Figure 9. Relative territory sizes of Book of Mormon lands.
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assessing the validity of speculated geographies. In evaluating various
proposals, one should look for a land of Zarahemla that could have
supported (and did) about a million inhabitants in the fourth century
AD and that had simple agriculture.²⁴
All geographies proposed in the past have fussed over the conﬁguration of lands and the distances between cities and geographic features, but they have not been as concerned with territory sizes and the
lands’ capacity to support human populations. Warr’s analysis brings
this issue to the fore. As argued above, I estimate the ratio of maximum
populations, and thus of occupied territories, as roughly 4:3:1 (Jaredite:
Lamanite:Nephite). How do the diﬀerent Book of Mormon geographies proposed for Middle America compare to these estimates? Before
attempting to answer this question, it will be useful to add two more
provisos to the mix. If population densities were equal for all Book of
Mormon peoples, one could use population as a direct measure. But
population density in the real world would have related to the quality
of cultivable land and not just simple acreage. No one would expect the
average population densities of Nevada or Alaska to match those for
Iowa or Indiana, for example. As a rough estimator of land quality for
each part of Middle America, I take as a ballpark measure their populations at 1850, the era before the advent of mechanized agriculture and
industrialization, but three centuries after the Spanish conquest and the
demographic collapse this brought in its wake (table 1).²⁵
24. A case can be made that the maximum Nephite population during the ﬁnal battles was the reported 230,000. If accurate, our expectations for the lands of Zarahemla
and Nephi would have to be scaled down to a signiﬁcant degree. This would widen the
disparity between Lehite and Jaredite lands and populations.
25. This and other simplifying assumptions I employ here come with severe limitations. Some areas of Mesoamerica (especially the northern part of Guatemala) supported much higher densities of people in pre-Columbian times than even today, so the
1850 census data will be a low estimate. My intent in this exercise is not to oﬀer a ﬁne
measuring instrument; rather, I am looking at gross distinctions that can absorb numerous quibbles. Should my rough use of this information show promise, the population
requirements can be reﬁned with archaeological data. Eventually, ancient population estimates for each region of Middle America need to be based on competent archaeological
research of the number and size of settlements for each century. Data taken from www
.library.uu.nl/wesp/populstat/Americas (accessed 20 October 2004).
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Table 1. Estimated populations, territory sizes, and population densities of Central
American countries ca. 1850.

Country
Belize
Guatemala
Honduras
El Salvador
Nicaragua
Costa Rica
Panama

1850 Population
26,000
835,000
308,000
520,000*
335,000
115,000
138,100

Km²
22,965
108,889
112,090
21,393
130,000
51,500
75,517

People/Km²
1.132
7.668
2.748
24.307
2.577
2.233
1.829

*The population in El Salvador for 1845 is listed at 480,000 and at 600,000 for 1855.
I estimate 520,000 for 1850.

The other proviso is the assumption that archaeology can identify
diﬀerent ancient groups and ﬁnd evidence of the kinds and intensities
of interactions among them. The division of lands proposed by different Book of Mormon geographers ought to correspond to archaeological diﬀerences. For instance, Allen proposes a diﬀerent mountainous sector of Guatemala for his narrow strip of wilderness than does
Sorenson (compare ﬁgs. 10A and 10B). How do these rival proposals
stack up with the archaeology? Sorenson’s division accords with predicted archaeological diﬀerences, and Allen’s does not.
Sorenson’s Tehuantepec Model
This model does not need further commentary. It complies with
the simple requirements of relative territorial sizes remarkably well. The
reason Sorenson’s model has become the industry standard is because it
constitutes a strong correlation between Book of Mormon requirements
and real world geography, anthropology, and archaeology.
Allen’s Tehuantepec Model
Allen’s model makes some of the same identiﬁcations as Sorenson’s, such as the narrow neck at the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, but
things quickly diverge from there because Allen wants to preserve his
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Figure 10. Relative territory sizes in Middle American models of Book of Mormon
lands.

Utah sense of direction. I have pointed out that his proposed east sea
borders the Belize coast rather than the narrow neck. In his attempt to
follow directions, Allen distinguishes between a land northward—the
same as that identiﬁed by Sorenson—and a separate land north. The
Yucatan Peninsula directly north of the land of Zarahemla is considered to be the land of Bountiful and, thus, part of the land southward.
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Allen pins his interpretation on one ambiguous scripture that may indicate a diﬀerence between the lands northward and southward with
the lands north and south.²⁶ According to 3 Nephi 6:2: “And they did
all return to their own lands and their possessions, both on the north
and on the south, both on the land northward and on the land southward.” This verse does distinguish lands from directions but does not
26. Allen, Exploring the Lands of the Book of Mormon, 215–36.
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mention the north lands. The few verses that mention north lands refer to Jaredite lands, so the land north is used for the most part in the
same manner as the land northward. Allen’s case for a diﬀerent land
north from a land northward is extremely weak. Sorenson suggests a
more subtle diﬀerence:
“North country” and “north countries” seem to me from
the contexts to be applied only to the inhabited lowland portions of the land northward that were reached from “the south
countries” overland via the narrow pass. But neither “north
countries” nor “north country” is used in regard to the colonies along the west sea coast, which are described strictly as
being in the “land northward.”²⁷
In Allen’s model, the land of Bountiful is more important and
larger than the land of Zarahemla. I see no support in the Book of
Mormon for this proposition. Figure 10B shows a simpliﬁcation of the
Allen model. Of greatest interest here is that Allen inverts the speciﬁed relations among territories, with Nephite territories being four to
ﬁve times more extensive than Lamanite lands. Allen’s Nephite territories are on a par with those of the Jaredites in the land northward.
This constitutes a fundamental ﬂub and suﬃcient reason for rejecting
his model outright. Other fatal ﬂaws could be listed, but the few mentioned suﬃce to disqualify Allen’s model as a credible correlation of
Book of Mormon lands.
Allen’s and Sorenson’s models represent the two principal competitors for a limited Mesoamerican geography centered at the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. The remaining candidates for the narrow neck of
land are located in Central America. Starting with Guatemala, Central
America is shaped like a long, narrowing funnel that pinches together
at the juncture between Panama and Colombia, the place once thought
to be the narrow neck linking the northern and southern hemispheres
in the traditional view of Book of Mormon geography. This fact of
physical geography means that proposed necks and lands necessarily
decrease in size as one moves south toward Panama. The past several
27. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map, 77.
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decades of scholarship have demonstrated conclusively that a hemispheric model contradicts Book of Mormon claims,²⁸ so this original candidate for the narrow neck in Panama has long since gone to
its eternal rest. If one excludes South America from consideration as
a viable land southward, as one ought, then another consequence of
moving the narrow neck and Book of Mormon lands southward in
Central America is that the potential size of the land southward also
shrinks, and the requirements for land sizes, or scale, become increasingly diﬃcult to fulﬁll.
B. Keith Christensen’s Guatemala Model
In a copyrighted but unpublished manuscript, B. Keith Christensen
looks to geology (plate tectonics and vulcanism) to sort the puzzle of
Book of Mormon geography. He proposes a narrow neck 150 to 225
miles wide that crossed eastern Guatemala in two places as shown in
ﬁgures 6 and 10C. I have already cited him to the eﬀect that the narrow
neck was probably not so narrow and that the distance may have been
traversed on a horse.²⁹ Christensen actually proposes two distances
across this narrow region—one line is a day and a half’s journey long,
and another is a day’s journey. The shorter distance is comparable to
the as-a-crow-ﬂies distance across Tehuantepec, so Christensen cannot be faulted for proposing an unreasonable distance for his narrow
neck. What is not apparent on maps, however, is that the terrain across
eastern Guatemala is diﬃcult, so it would have taken many more days
to traverse than a comparable distance in Tehuantepec. I believe Christensen has identiﬁed the most viable candidate in Central America for
the narrow neck, but in terms of travel time, it is over twice the distance
of Tehuantepec. How does it fare with Warr’s land test?
Christensen’s proposed Book of Mormon lands are shown in ﬁgure 10C. His lands of Bountiful, Zarahemla, and Nephi are small. He
proposes that the limited land of Zarahemla was the Ulua River Valley
28. See Matthew Roper, “Limited Geography and the Book of Mormon: Historical
Antecedents and Early Interpretations,” in this number of the FARMS Review, pages
225–75.
29. See note 10, above.
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of Honduras. He does not discuss Nephi or the greater land of Nephi in
his text, but he appears to conﬁne it largely to El Salvador. His greater
land of Zarahemla is comparable to or slightly larger than his land of
Nephi. On the other hand, his land northward is enormous, including
Mexico, Guatemala, and Belize. Nonetheless, these disparities may be
viable in terms of relative populations. As table 1 shows, El Salvador’s
population density is at least triple that of any other Central American
country. If El Salvador was the location of the land of Nephi, it is possible that the disparate numbers of Lamanites compared to Nephites
related to their superior and larger tracts of agricultural land. Even
so, the lands appear too small. Christensen’s land of Zarahemla takes
in less than a third of Honduras, so the total 1850 population of this
place would have been less than 200,000 people, close to the absolute
minimum estimate for the number of Nephites killed at Cumorah.
In sum, using the 1850 census as a close estimate of pre-Columbian
population provides a possible correlation with the Book of Mormon
account, but only if the slaughter at Cumorah was a quarter of a million Nephites rather than a million. Given the funnel shape of Central
America, it is unlikely that any proposed geographies to the south of
Guatemala and El Salvador would qualify.
James Warr’s Rivas Model
I have already found Warr’s model wanting on one criterion, the
narrow neck of land. The model is also deﬁcient in terms of scale. His
quotation introducing this section indicates that Costa Rica is his
candidate for the land southward. In his model, half of Costa Rica
comprised the former lands of Zarahemla and Bountiful, or greater
Zarahemla, and the other half was the land of Nephi. This bifurcation
yields two small, equal-sized lands. To meet the population expectations of the Book of Mormon account, he can always toss in Panama
as a southern extension of the land of Nephi, but even adding all of
Panama’s population does not resolve his population problem. The
rough population estimates in table 1 list the total population of Costa
Rica in 1850 as 115,000. I will not argue the archaeological merits of
this number, but I think it is a reasonable estimator of pre-Columbian
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populations 1,700 years ago. In Warr’s model, half this population
would have been Nephites and the other half Lamanites, yielding a
total estimated Nephite population of less than 60,000. This ﬁgure
can’t even account for the absolute minimum Nephite population
of 230,000 dead at Cumorah in AD 387, and it creates even greater
problems for the Book of Mormon narrative and the requirement that
Lamanites signiﬁcantly outnumber Nephites. Recall that Warr estimates the total population of Nephites and Lamanites at eight million.³⁰ This estimate exacerbates his problem because it is four times
the total population of all of Central America in 1850.
Warr does not consider the situation as dire as I do, of course, or
he would not have advanced his model and method. He provides the
following summary of his population expectations:
To get some idea of comparable modern populations on the
proposed land mass, let us look at current and pre-conquest
populations of Central America. Nicaragua had an estimated
pre-conquest Indian population of 600,000. Panama’s preconquest population was estimated at 200,000. Modern populations are as follows: Mexico, 105 million; Guatemala, 14
million; Honduras, 7 million; El Salvador, 6.5 million; and
Nicaragua, 5 million. These combined countries would form
my proposed Jaredite land northward with a total combined
population of 137.5 million. Modern populations in Costa Rica
and Panama are respectively 4 million and 3 million for a combined total of 7 million for my proposed Nephite/Lamanite
area. So it appears that the populations I have suggested for the
Nephites and Jaredites could easily ﬁt into the proposed areas
with plenty of room to spare. On the other hand, the projected
population would not have been suﬃciently large to reasonably
settle substantial portions of the North or South America land
masses. (Warr, “Book of Mormon Populations”)
This argument is patently fallacious and internally self-defeating.
Warr marshals population ﬁgures that meet his estimates for 80 million
30. See note 22, above.
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Jaredites and 8 million Nephites/Lamanites. He does so by projecting
modern populations back in time and ignoring technological change
and modern medicine. This is akin to estimating the pre-Mormon population of Utah at several million Utes because that is how many people
reside in Utah today. Obviously, several factors in the last several centuries have encouraged unprecedented population growth and density,
and these same factors have led to the high populations in Mexico and
Central America.
The more important ﬁgures Warr provides are those for preconquest
populations. Nicaragua’s preconquest population was 12 percent of its
modern population, and Panama’s preconquest population was 6.7 percent. By adjusting modern populations to this preconquest standard, the
central error of Warr’s argument stands revealed. Taking 9 percent as a
useful constant, the total population for Warr’s land northward would be
this fraction of 137.5 million, or 12,375,000 people.³¹ This is more than
enough to comply with the Jaredite requirement. Taking the preconquest data available for Panama and adding an estimate for Costa Rica of
360,000 people (9 percent of 4 million), yields a total of 560,000 people,
with the estimate for the Nephite portion being 180,000 people. This approximates the 230,000 minimum but not the 2 million estimated and
expected by Warr. His model fails by his own criteria and method. His
proposed Book of Mormon lands are several sizes too small.
A Panama Model
I have become aware of a limited Panama model proposed by Patrick
L. Simiskey that identiﬁes a narrow neck in the middle of Panama (see
ﬁg. 1 no. 5).³² Because his work is still in progress and unpublished, it is
not appropriate that I comment on its details. For purposes of my con31. This percentage averages the two estimates and is actually generous because the
estimated preconquest populations represent the Postclassic period, a period of high
population, especially for Nicaragua. Earlier populations of the Nephite era were smaller.
It is worth noticing that the estimates of preconquest populations are within the same
order of magnitude as the 1850s populations listed in table 1.
32. I have available a draft of a manuscript entitled: “The Zarahemla Puzzle, Vol. 1: A
Study in Nephite Geography” (November 2002). Information on its content and how to obtain it are posted on the Web. See www.zarahemlapuzzle.com (accessed 20 October 2004).
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sideration of Middle American candidates for narrow necks, it suﬃces
to judge Simiskey’s proposal solely in terms of population and territory
size. The land southward in his model is that between the narrow neck
in the middle of the country and the narrow neck bordering Colombia
at its southern extremity. The greater land of Zarahemla is roughly half
this land southward, or one fourth of Panama, with the land of Nephi being the same size. The 1850 population of Panama was less than 140,000
(table 1), so by my crude calculations, the estimated Nephite and Lamanite populations would have each been about 35,000. As cited, Warr lists
a preconquest population of Panama of 200,000 (a suspiciously round
number), a fourth of which would give an estimated total Nephite population of 50,000—still far short of the casualty list of Cumorah. If these
estimates are anywhere close to fourth-century AD populations, this limited Panama model is oﬀ by one order of magnitude, and then some.
Summary of Evaluations of Scale
The preceding evaluations are based on the simple proposition
that total population relates directly to the extent of productive land.
I have not attempted to ﬁnesse any of the information or to introduce
qualifying variables. Comparing the relative size of various proposed
Book of Mormon lands to nineteenth-century census data provided a
rough measure for evaluating ﬁve models. Sorenson’s limited Mesoamerican model preserves the population ratios claimed in the Book
of Mormon and can account for the absolute totals. Allen’s Tehuantepec model does not because his Nephite lands are much bigger than
those for the Lamanites. I did not point out the known archaeological
fact that the lands he designates as Nephite enjoyed higher population densities during the critical fourth century AD, so the disparity in
territory sizes indicated in ﬁgure 10B would actually have been much
greater when considered as population sizes. If Allen’s identiﬁcation
of Nephite lands is accurate, then the Lamanites were always attacking vastly superior forces, something ﬂatly contradicted in the text.
Of the three proposals for Book of Mormon lands in Central
America—Warr’s, Christensen’s, and Simiskey’s—only Christensen’s
comes close to matching the requirements in the text, and then only
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barely. It has other serious problems besides its low populations, however, such as an improbable narrow neck of land. His model merits future consideration but, for the moment, is not a serious rival
to Sorenson’s. Candidates for Book of Mormon lands in Costa Rica
and Panama are not credible because they fall far short of required
population—in terms of absolute numbers as well as relative numbers.
The archaeological and cultural details do not ﬁt either. The bottom
line of my quick analysis is that Sorenson’s model is the only credible
one in terms of physical geography and archaeology. These are not
the only criteria that ought to be considered, however. Allen stresses
in his work that multiple lines of evidence, or independent witnesses,
should be considered in identifying Book of Mormon lands, a point
with which I agree and to which I now turn.

Matters of Book of Mormon Culture
Allen follows M. Wells Jakeman’s approach to Book of Mormon
or sacred geography in pursuing a combination of archaeology, ethnohistory, and anthropology, an approach he calls the law of witnesses.
“This simply means that if we make a Book of Mormon geographical
hypothesis, we ought to test that hypothesis against the archaeological, cultural, and traditional history of the area. In the absence of these
two or three witnesses, I feel we stand on rather shaky ground.”³³
Part of the frustration of Sacred Sites is that Allen jumps all over
the place supplying tidbits from each “witness” without wrapping up
their testimony in a coherent fashion, or more important, without
demonstrating the validity of his claims or questions. He does not
evaluate sources critically (there is no cross-examination in his court).
The desirability of multiple lines of evidence and witnesses is beyond
question, but it loses much in Allen’s application. He raises some good
points, most taken from other authors. For example, he points out that
Mesoamerica is the only area of the Americas where people could read
and write, an absolutely fundamental requirement for Book of Mormon peoples. The Costa Rica and Panama models fail this simple test.
33. Allen, Exploring the Lands of the Book of Mormon, 181–82.
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As before, the industry high standard has been established by John
Sorenson. He provides excellent discussions of Book of Mormon cultural details in various books, with the most accessible being his Images of Ancient America.³⁴ This book is a comprehensive introduction
to Mesoamerican culture, with superb and carefully chosen color illustrations. When I ﬁrst saw Allen’s Sacred Sites and its over 100 color
illustrations I thought he was trying to emulate Sorenson’s book, but
there is no comparison in the quality of the illustrations or the arguments. Sorenson’s Images of Ancient America has raised the stakes in
publishing, with the most obvious eﬀect being the trend to color illustration. Sorenson’s book was followed by Jerry Ainsworth’s generously
illustrated but substantially ﬂawed The Lives and Travels of Mormon
and Moroni and then by Joseph Allen’s Sacred Sites. Covenant Communications also has a companion picture book on the market similar
to Sacred Sites: S. Michael Wilcox’s Land of Promise: Images of Book of
Mormon Lands.³⁵ In comparison with Allen’s book, the photographs
and illustrations in Land of Promise are signiﬁcantly better. Wilcox is
committed to Mesoamerica as the location of Book of Mormon lands,
but, unlike Allen and Sorenson, he does not appear to be committed
to any particular correlation. Similar to Allen’s book, Land of Promise
uses images of Mesoamerican archaeology and cultures as a platform
for sermonizing rather than explaining details of the Book of Mormon, and the book’s content is inferior to its graphics. Of Covenant’s
two contributions, Land of Promise is the superior product.
In the course of writing this essay, I have read parts of Allen’s
books dozens of times and have derived a simple rule of thumb: To the
degree that Allen cribs from Sorenson, his arguments are sound; to
the degree he does not, caveat lector (let the reader beware). When he
proposes novel arguments, Allen invites trouble. Space permits consideration of only one spot of trouble per witness.
34. John L. Sorenson, Images of Ancient America: Visualizing Book of Mormon Life
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998). See also his Ancient American Setting and his Nephite Culture and Society (Salt Lake City: New Sage Books, 1997).
35. S. Michael Wilcox, Land of Promise: Images of Book of Mormon Lands (American
Fork, UT: Covenant Communications, 2003).
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Archaeology: The Lehi Tree of Life Stone
Allen continues to follow Jakeman in considering Stela 5 (aka the
Lehi Stone) at Izapa, Mexico, as one of the most convincing pieces of
archaeological evidence for the authenticity and truth of the Book of
Mormon, so much so that this stone received pride of place on the
cover of Sacred Sites. It is telling that all the details are blurred and
presented in false color; details don’t seem to matter in Allen’s presentations. But any serious argument about the meaning of carved
images needs to deal with crisp data. All the monuments Allen had
redrawn to grace his publication were transformed from sharp line
drawings to blurred globs of color, clearly a move in the wrong direction. I recently presented a new and better drawing of the details of
Izapa Stela 5 and what I consider strong arguments, based partly on
this drawing, for why it does not deserve reverence from Allen or his
Mormon tour groups.³⁶
The only convincing parallel between the scene on the monument
and Lehi’s dream (as recorded in the Book of Mormon) is the presence
of a fruit tree and water. This falls several miles short of a strong case
for correlation. The scene, its arrangement, and style are purely Mesoamerican and derive from themes prevalent among earlier cultures dating back before Lehi was born. Allen is aware of my arguments but dismisses them summarily by soliciting other opinions (from Bruce Warren
and Richard Hauck, archaeologists, but not qualiﬁed experts) that claim
the correspondences are there. The argument should not hinge on expert
testimony—mine, Allen’s, Warren’s, or that of others. Rather, it should
be a matter of accepted facts and their ramiﬁcations. For the moment,
Allen’s arguments constitute a fallacious appeal to authority.
In his book, Allen provides another twist to his argument for Old
World (aka Book of Mormon) connections to the stone. He proposes
that the scene on Stela 5 is laid out as a visual chiasm. In an earlier
chapter, he presents a visual analysis of a carved panel from the Classic Maya site of Palenque, Chiapas, to show its chiastic structure. This
36. John E. Clark, “A New Artistic Rendering of Izapa Stela 5: A Step toward Improved Interpretation,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 8/1 (1999): 22–33.
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argument is absurd and self-defeating. What Allen has identiﬁed is
not chiasms but mirror imagery and the bilateral symmetry of some
sculptures, a feature common to art the world over and therefore of
no particular analytical merit by itself. As is typical with most of his
arguments, Allen does not pursue the obvious implications of his own
assertions. For example, if the representations on Stela 5 were indeed
pure mirror symmetry, then the seated woman on the lower left of
the panel (aka “Sariah” seated behind “Lehi”) would have a female
counterpart on the far right of the panel (i.e., the ﬁgure behind “Nephi”). There is a ﬁgure, holding a parasol, in this position that Jakeman identiﬁed as “Sam.” This ﬁgure is eroded but does appear to represent a female. So the symmetry of Stela 5 is indeed impressive, but it
eliminates “Sam” from Lehi’s family gathering. Of greater diﬃculty,
the new drawing has identiﬁed additional human ﬁgures on the stone
not accounted for in Jakeman’s/Allen’s account. Their interpretation
ﬂounders in light of new details. Stela 5 portrays Mesoamerican kings
worshipping their gods and conducting sacred ceremonies—and not
Lehi’s dream. It is interesting that a world tree or tree of life is involved, but it does not constitute direct evidence of the Book of Mormon. What it does demonstrate, however, is that other Mesoamerican
peoples living alongside the Nephites shared some of the same metaphors and images as the Nephites. In other words, the Nephite record
is not out of place in this cultural setting.
Culture: Weights and Measures in the Guatemala Highlands
For years now Allen and his colleagues have been making much
of the small, nested brass weights used in Indian markets in highland
Guatemala because the graduated weights parallel the weight ratios
mentioned in Alma, chapter 11, for units of monetary exchange. Pictures and explanations of these weights are now being published as veriﬁed knowledge and as corresponding with the Book of Mormon.³⁷
37. See Wilcox, Land of Promise, 4–5, and Thomas R. Valletta, ed., The Book of Mormon for Latter-day Saint Families (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1999), 294.
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The weights are supposed to be an example of how paying attention to Indian culture leads to conﬁrmation of the Book of Mormon
narrative and, thus, to gospel insights and testimony of the book’s authenticity. But the whole claim comes from jumping to conclusions
at the expense of analysis. The brass weights are not pre-Columbian.
The highland Maya got these weights from their Spanish conquerors.
Consequently, if there is a connection between these weights and Book
of Mormon traditions, it has nothing to do with ancient indigenous
traditions, as Allen claims. I confess that I have not done the research
needed to trace them historically, but I would suggest starting in southern Spain. The technology appears to be Moorish. If there is a historical
connection to Lehite traditions, I suspect it is very old in the Arabian
Peninsula and only recently reintroduced into the Maya area. If so, any
parallel here would be an accidental historical (re-)convergence, at best.
The brass weights may be signiﬁcant, but we will only know after someone conducts some serious historical research. The current argument
about weights and measures is misleading and quite possibly false.
The problem with most of Allen’s cultural evidences is that he
takes things at “face value” and does not investigate their history to
see whether they are indeed native traditions or adopted traditions.
He does the same with the names of archaeological sites. He accords
special attention to those with Book of Mormon–sounding names,
such as Lamonai in Belize. Some of these names were made up by
modern archaeologists and have nothing to do with native traditions.
The source of the site names makes a huge diﬀerence. The same propensity to superﬁcial analysis is also apparent in Allen’s area of expertise: early myths and legends.
Tradition: The Jaredites in Aztec Lore
A promising feature of Allen’s book is a parallel account of the
ﬁrst settlers in the New World. Seven columns of claims are considered for three sources: The Book of Mormon, Mesoamerican archaeology, and sixteenth-century historical sources. I remain unconvinced
by some of the details as currently expounded, but Allen’s method
and intent holds promise. A focus on early Spanish accounts of the
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myths and legends of Mesoamerican peoples was Jakeman’s forte, but
it is an area that Sorenson has left virtually untouched. Jakeman never
produced his promised synthesis, so this is an obvious project for a
capable scholar with language and history training.
Allen takes an account of the founding of Mesoamerica from
the early Catholic convert, Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl. An English translation of some of his writings was ﬁrst published by Milton
Hunter and Thomas Ferguson in Ancient America and the Book of
Mormon.³⁸ Hunter and Ferguson’s book juxtaposed passages from the
Book of Mormon with those from Ixtlilxochitl to reveal obvious parallels between these two independent sources. Allen’s contribution is to
add another parallel account from archaeology; this still needs work.
The little critical discussion in Latter-day Saint circles of Ixtlilxochitl’s
account has concerned its accurate translation from Spanish to English, not the more pressing concern about original sources and their
treatment. The critical step was Ixtlilxochitl’s use of Aztec sources and
their translation into Spanish.
One example of the promise and diﬃculties with this approach
will suﬃce. The second column of Allen’s parallel analysis (“2. The
Great Tower and the Paciﬁc Route”) consists of the following entries:
The Jaredites came from the tower of Babel at the time of the
confusion of tongues, and yet the Lord did not confound their
own. As near as can be determined, their route of travel brought
them through China across the Paciﬁc Ocean, where they were
on the water for 344 days. “No monster of the sea could break
them, neither whale that could mar them” (Ether 6:10–11).
. . . While there is not enough evidence at this time to support that the Olmecs originated from the tower of Babel, there
is an engraved stone located at the outdoor La Venta museum
that supports an ocean crossing and the concept that “no monster of the sea” could destroy them. The engraved monuments
38. Milton R. Hunter and Thomas Stuart Ferguson, Ancient America and the Book of
Mormon (Oakland, CA: Kolob Book, 1950).
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and calendar structure also manifest a direct tie to China,
which would suggest a Paciﬁc crossing. (Allen, p. 78)
A stela, or stone monument, taken from the site of La Venta
and now situated in the outdoor La Venta Museum in Villahermosa, contains inscriptions that perhaps depict that ﬁrst voyage.
It is a sculpture showing people traveling a great distance—from
the west. They traveled in the ocean and were protected, as is
reminiscent of Moroni’s statement in the Book of Ether [6:10].³⁹
I assume that Allen is using “inscriptions” in this statement idiosyncratically to refer to low relief carving rather than the carving of
individual glyphs and writing because the monument in question
lacks glyphs, writing, or inscriptions of any kind. It shows a man and
a sharp-toothed creature carved in low relief on one side, and a crocodile seen from a bird’s eye view on the back side (this is unreported
and unnoticed by most observers). There is no indication that voyaging was being portrayed or that the people came from the west. All
these claims are devoid of merit. The actual account of Allen’s discovery of this information indicates he got the idea from a tour guide at
the archaeological park—always a highly suspicious source of competent information. Allen’s account gives a ﬂavor for the depth and
accuracy of his analysis:
We may, however, have a hint of the ﬁrst settlers crossing
the ocean from a monument discovered at the Olmec site of
La Venta in the State of Tabasco, Mexico. . . .
In the year 1980, as we were conducting a group of people
through the museum at La Venta [he must mean La Venta Park
here and not the archaeological site, which is located 60 miles
distant], one of the members of the group asked if a pamphlet
was available describing the various monuments in the park. I
asked the gentleman at the curio shop if such a pamphlet had
yet been published. He informed me that he had a draft of a
39. Allen, Exploring the Lands of the Book of Mormon, 217.
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guide booklet that he was working on but that it was in Spanish. He said he would let me take it if I would return it.
The gentleman further informed me that he was an archaeologist and that he had assisted in several projects in the area.
As we parted, he asked me to pay particular attention to Stela
No. 12, . . . as it provided information regarding the crossing
of the ocean by the original settlers to the New World.
The interest of the group was high as we proceeded
through the park examining the several monuments, most of
which date from 1200 to 600 BC [850–500 BC is more accurate], the Jaredite time period. As we arrived at monument
No. 12, we discovered that the resident archaeologist was detailed in his analysis.
He said that the lines ﬂowing from the back of the individual’s head represented sun rays—suggesting that the
ﬁrst settlers came from the west where the sun sets. He noted
that the footprints suggest that the people traveled great distances to arrive at their destination. And he pointed out that
the sculpture’s giant sea monster with jaws opened[,] together
with the main character’s warding oﬀ of the sea monster[,]
suggests that the people crossed the ocean in their journey.
Needless to say, our interest was aroused at the experience
of Monument No. 12. Jay Rawlings, an associate of mine, then
responded by saying, “As I ﬂew from Mexico City this morning, I was reading an event in the Book of Ether that may tie
in with the sea monster carving on the stela.” Jay then read the
account of Jared and his brother’s crossing of the great waters:
And thus they were driven forth; and no monster of the
sea could break them, neither whale that could mar them; and
they did have light continually, whether it was above the water
or under the water.
And thus they were driven forth, three hundred and forty
and four days upon the water. (Ether 6:10–11)⁴⁰
40. Ibid., 55.
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This claim does not merit much commentary. I see factors of serendipity, possibly of revelation, but no analysis. It is not clear which of the
two images on the stone has the sun rays, but I assume the “individual” alluded to is the man in the lower register of the monument who
is wearing a feather headdress. This does not indicate the sun or any
direction. If one wants to go with the sun rays, why not the rising sun
in the east rather than the setting sun in the west? As to footprints,
they are not shown on this monument. They are on a diﬀerent monument (no. 13), which does indeed show some simple glyphic signs or
inscriptions. But even if footprints were indicated, why would they
signify sea travel?
Ixtlilxochitl reported that after the Flood, the people . . . began again to populate the earth. They built a high tower to
protect them from a second destruction and “their language
became confounded, such that they did not understand one
another and they were scattered to all parts of the world.” Ixtlilxochitl continues: “The Tultecas (referring to the ﬁrst settlers), consisting of seven men and their wives were able to
understand one another, and they came to this land having
crossed many lands and waters, living in caves and passing
through great tribulations. Upon their arrival here, they discovered that it was a very good and fertile land.” That they
crossed the Paciﬁc Ocean is consistent with Jaredite and Olmec history. Ixtlilxochitl wrote, “They came from the great
Tartary (China) and were part of those who came from the
division of Babel.” (Allen, p. 78)
The passage as it appears in Hunter and Ferguson’s book is as
follows:
And (the Tulteca history tells) how afterwards men, multiplying made a very tall and strong Zacualli, which means
the very high tower, in order to shelter themselves in it when
the second world should be destroyed.
When things were at their best, their languages were
changed and, not understanding each other, they went to dif-
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ferent parts of the world; and the Tultecas, who were as many
as seven companions and their wives, who understood their
language among themselves, came to these parts, having ﬁrst
crossed large lands and seas, living in caves and undergoing great hardships, until they came to this land, which they
found good and fertile for their habitation.⁴¹
Allen mentions that the people came from the “division of Babel.”
Hunter and Ferguson translate this as the “division of Babylon,”⁴² so
there is some slippage in Allen’s transcription.
Allen’s interpretation of the Book of Mormon account is sound, but
his archaeological and historic witnesses require further formulation.
His interpretation of the Olmec monument from La Venta (Monument 12) as evidence of an ocean crossing lacks plausibility. The monument portrays a sharp-toothed, saurian creature and a kneeling man
grappling with its tail, but no boat. Mesoamerica deities took monster
forms, but these do not indicate anything about ocean voyaging. The
only connection in Allen’s argument is the mention of “monsters” in
the Jaredite account and the portrayal of a monstrous creature on an
Olmec monument. The images on the stone give no indication that an
aquatic setting or origin myth was being evoked—rather, it looks markedly terrestrial. In short, Allen’s archaeological parallel is weak. And he
is on only slightly ﬁrmer ground with his allusion to the parallels between Mesoamerican calendar systems and those from southeast Asia.
There may have been some contact between peoples of Mesoamerica
and others across the Paciﬁc, but at the moment there is no compelling
archaeological evidence.
The strongest part of Allen’s argument is the parallels to Ixtlilxochitl’s sixteenth-century account of the ﬁrst humans in the Americas,
but even here diﬃculties remain. Many of the early Spanish accounts
of ﬁrst peoples have them crossing the sea in seven boats and landing
on the coast of northern Veracruz. This would bring them across the
Atlantic Ocean and not the Paciﬁc. In short, most accounts contradict
41. Hunter and Ferguson, Ancient America, 24–25, emphasis deleted.
42. Ibid., 25.
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the standard interpretation of the Jaredites’ Paciﬁc voyage. Hunter
and Ferguson published the following version from Fray Bernardino
de Sahagun (the most important source of Aztec traditions) in 1950:
Concerning the origin of these peoples, the report the old
men (of central Mexico—where Sahagun lived many years)
give is that they came by sea from the north (i.e., down the
Gulf Coast of Mexico), and true it is that they came in some
wooden boats but it is not known how they (the boats) were
hewn, but it is conjectured by a report found among all these
natives that they came from seven caves, and that these seven
caves are the seven ships or galleys in which the ﬁrst settlers
of this land came, as gathered from likely conjectures.
The people ﬁrst came to settle this land from the direction
of Florida, and came coasting along the coast disembarking
in the port of Panuco, which they call Panco, which means
“place where those arrived who crossed the water.” This people came in search of the terrestrial paradise, and they had as
a family name Tamoanchan, which means, “we are looking
for our home.”⁴³
This is extremely interesting commentary, but it contradicts some
of Allen’s claims—in particular, his argument that native traditions
remember their ancestors crossing the Paciﬁc Ocean. Ixtlilxochitl’s
account can be interpreted to mean the Paciﬁc Ocean, as Allen claims,
but this does not square with other sources. For most of us, the clear
tradition of an oceanic crossing in seven boats is remarkable. To go
beyond this gem, careful historical study will be required in which
the various sources are evaluated and their claims balanced. For example, a potential problem with Ixtlilxochitl’s account is that it shows
clear evidence of biblical inﬂuence, such as his mention of Babylon. Is
his claim about the confusion of languages at the great tower indicative of Catholic inﬂuence as well, or did it indeed come from native
traditions? I have not seen this claim in any other native source, so I
43. Ibid., 30–31, emphasis deleted.
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consider it suspect. Allen follows the lead of Hunter and Ferguson and
accepts it as indigenous knowledge.
It could never be maintained successfully that Ixtlilxochitl
learned from the Spaniards that the language of the group
of people who migrated to America from the Tower of Babel
was not confounded. There is only one conceivable way that
he could have learned such a fact and that way was through
the traditions and histories of his forefathers. Ether, the last
Jaredite prophet, recorded the foregoing fact in the Book of
Ether; and their knowledge of it came down from age to age
through the Nephites and their successors, the Lamanites, to
the Mexican historian, Ixtlilxochitl.⁴⁴
If this was the case, then this information should show up in the early
sources that Ixtlilxochitl had at his disposal. In my reading to date I
do not remember seeing this claim anywhere else.
Summary
Cultural and historic parallels between the Book of Mormon account and indigenous peoples of Mesoamerica need to be determined
with caution. Hundreds have been proposed by various authors for
Mesoamerica, and many of them are compelling and lend credence to
the proposition that it is the New World location of Book of Mormon
lands. Allen’s treatment of culture in Sacred Sites covers many topics
of interest and shows some of the promise for this approach. Some of
his arguments are better than others. The same can also be said for
some of Warr’s and Sorenson’s claims of cultural parallels. Making
a convincing case of cultural parallels is hard work, and for the most
part, the work remains to be done. The lessons to be learned from
Allen’s unconvincing or erroneous examples is that tedious historic
research will be required to document the recent history of contemporary customs before they can be shown to be indigenous traditions
or to derive from Book of Mormon peoples.
44. Ibid., 29–30, emphasis deleted.
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Searching for Sacred Geographies
I remain ambivalent about many of the arguments presented by
Allen and Warr in their publications. My purpose here has been to
consider a few broad issues of geography that may be useful in sorting through the diﬀerent limited Book of Mormon geographies proposed for various parts of Middle America. Of those showcased here I
consider Sorenson’s limited Mesoamerican model the best ﬁt. I reject
both Allen’s and Warr’s models. But there is an even larger question.
Thus far I have not addressed the principal issue raised by Allen and
implicit in the title of his publication. Are the sites sacred? If so, why?
And what beneﬁts accrue from visiting them? It is well to remember
that Allen is a tour director and, from his oﬀering a discount on his
tours to purchasers of his book, one might conjecture that his objective
is to sell tours. His most astonishing promise is to provide a spiritual
experience. I retain a primal aversion to anyone selling spirituality,
so I must in fairness go on record as being biased against statements
along these lines. Here is Allen’s claim in his own words:
If one of the major keys to understanding the Book of
Mormon lies in our knowledge of its history, culture, and geography, then learning more about each of these elements is
invaluable. And that is the primary purpose of this book—to
bring to life the historical and geographical elements of the
Book of Mormon. It will also show how, in most instances,
these details can lead us to Christ, which is the ultimate purpose of the Book of Mormon. For this reason, it is sacred geography. (Allen, p. 3)
This is a claim I cannot touch because it involves people’s personal
experiences and the Lord’s mysterious ways. But it creates a dilemma
that troubles me. If Allen’s geography is incorrect in essential details,
such as the location of the city of Bountiful, which it is, then how
can true testimony be gained by visiting these places? What is the appropriate analogy for gaining spiritual experience, the Sacred Grove
or Carthage Jail? Is it suﬃcient to just be in the general area of a past
transcendental event, as in wandering the paths of the Sacred Grove,
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or does one have to be in the precise spot, such as the upper room of
the Carthage Jail? Can one gain the insights of Liberty Jail through
stopping by Kansas City? Can one garner the experience of Nauvoo
and Carthage by dining in Quincy? Allen’s tours are of the “closebut-not-there” variety.⁴⁵ Given his objectives, the most holy spot on
his tour ought to be the city of Bountiful in the land of Bountiful.
These are described in the Book of Mormon as adjacent to the narrow neck of land, but in Allen’s geography over 200 miles separate his
proposed narrow neck and the city Bountiful. His identiﬁcation is not
even close. What implications must follow from this mistake? How
can erroneous detail lead to Christ?
Assessing the spiritual quotient of ancient sites goes well beyond
archaeology and carries one into New Age crystal gazing and Mormon tourism. The attribution of “sacredness” in these two cases differs signiﬁcantly. For New Agers, sites are inherently holy because of
the spirits of their past inhabitants—regardless of the comportment in
life of the long dead. In contrast, I think Allen is claiming that sacredness inheres in places once frequented by righteous, holy individuals
such as Nephi, Mormon, Moroni, and even Christ. If true, then not all
ancient places are holy, and one would be well advised to make the distinction—and make the eﬀort to visit the right sites. As a basic point of
logic—but not of personal revelation—I would think one would have
to be in the right place to derive the full instructional beneﬁts from
being there. My principal concern with Allen’s laudatory objective of
bringing souls to Christ is how it can be done with erroneous facts.
Can true faith grow from error? I well understand how following the
footsteps of prophets, or visiting places that Christ frequented, may
foster redemptive contemplation. But how would visiting Lamanite
cities or the Gadianton holdout (postulated sites on Allen’s tour) work
to this end? I suppose that even the locations of wickedness and gross
45. Given current ambiguities and the lack of precision involved in identifying Book
of Mormon cities and lands, it is fair to assert that all geographies and Book of Mormon
tours share this deﬁciency. The main point of my comparative analysis in this essay is that
some geographies are farther aﬁeld than others. Allen’s geography has more problems than
Sorenson’s, and Warr’s has more problems than Allen’s, and so on down to Panama.
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paganism could be instructive if they validated details in the Book of
Mormon record, with the overall eﬀect being a greater appreciation
of its authenticity and truth. If so, the details can only really matter
if they are correct and true. My assessment of Allen’s proposal for the
location of Book of Mormon lands is that most cannot possibly be correct. For those inclined to search for Book of Mormon lands, I recommend other books—ﬁrst and foremost, the Book of Mormon.
Having raised the issue, I must close with a necessary clariﬁcation.
It is not appropriate that I aﬀect a person’s livelihood. My comments
have implications for Allen’s tours, but I have not commented on others in the same business. The foregoing comments address the validity
of Allen’s correlation of Book of Mormon lands and not the quality of
his tours or their spirit—matters of which I remain ignorant and in
which I am uninterested. No Book of Mormon tours, to my knowledge, frequent the speciﬁc places mentioned in the Book of Mormon.
Because the precise locations have yet to be demonstrated convincingly, it follows that the best that one can manage at the moment is
to get to the correct area. My evaluation of various Middle American
correlations indicates that Mesoamerica is the right place and, more
precisely, that southern Mexico and Guatemala are the most likely locations of Nephite and Lamanite lands. Beyond this, things remain
imprecise. If those going on tour remember this caveat, they can indeed beneﬁt from touring Book of Mormon lands.

TESTAMENTS:
THE LITERARY RICHES OF THE
BOOK OF MORMON
Stephen D. Ricks
Stephen D. Ricks (PhD, University of California, Berkeley, and
Graduate Theological Union) is a professor of Hebrew and
cognate learning at Brigham Young University.

O

ver the past two years I have been teaching a Gospel Doctrine
class. This year’s course of study is the Book of Mormon. I was
utterly delighted to have received a copy of Testaments: Links between
the Book of Mormon and the Hebrew Bible by David Bokovoy, a promising graduate student at Brandeis and formerly a seminary teacher in
Tooele, Utah, and John Tvedtnes, research associate at FARMS and
author of works of patient brilliance on a wide range of topics, including the religion of ancient Israel, Second Temple (intertestamental)
Judaism, the New Testament, early Christianity, the Book of Mormon,
and other Latter-day Saint scripture.
Testaments contains brief essays on the linguistic and literary patterns that mirror the Hebrew and ancient Near Eastern background
of the Book of Mormon, including chapters on “Christ in the Testaments,” “The Role of a Prophet,” “Rod as a Symbol of Power,” “Merismus,” “Firstborn in the Wilderness,” “Seidel’s Law,” “The Symbolic
Value of Clothing,” “A Poetic Function of Enallage,” “The Personiﬁcation of Death and Hell,” “Wrestling before God,” “Confession of
Sins before Execution,” “Cities and Lands in the Book of Mormon,”
Review of David E. Bokovoy and John A. Tvedtnes. Testaments:
Links between the Book of Mormon and the Hebrew Bible. Tooele,
UT: Heritage, 2003. vii + 232 pp. $16.95.
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and “Hebrew in the Book of Mormon.” Of the 36 chapters, two-thirds
were written by Bokovoy (1–3, 5–8, 10–15, 20–24, 27–29, 33, 34); onethird by Tvedtnes (4, 9, 16, 17, 19, 25, 26, 30–32); and two chapters by
both (18, 35).
Let us consider two brief chapters from the book as examples of
the quality of writing of the two authors in the task. Chapter 19, entitled “Choirs Above,” is only three pages long but is a tour de force
of learning dense with detailed insights from Tvedtnes (pp. 132–34).
After citing Mosiah 2:28, “I say unto you that I have caused that ye
should assemble yourselves together that I might rid my garments
of your blood, . . . that I might go down in peace, and my immortal
spirit may join the choirs above in singing the praises of a just God,”
he quotes three other Book of Mormon passages dealing with choirs
of angels or “choirs above” (1 Nephi 1:18; Alma 36:22; Mormon 7:7)
and the Doctrine and Covenants, which speaks of “shining seraphs
around thy throne, with acclamations of praise, singing Hosanna to
God and the Lamb!” (D&C 109:79). Tvedtnes cites several verses from
the Pseudepigrapha mentioning angelic choirs and mortals “being
taken to heaven and singing with the host of angels” (Apocalypse of
Abraham 17:4–18:1; Testament of Isaac 6:6; Apocalypse of Zephaniah
[Akhmimic] 8:2–3; Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah 8:16–17; 9:29–
32; 3 Enoch 1:10–12, p. 133). He also notes a passage from the Dead
Sea Scrolls Thanksgiving Hymns (1QH III, 22–24) in which “humans
will sing in the angelic chorus” (p. 133); cites a verse in the Zohar (a
medieval Jewish text), Exodus 19a; returns to the Benjamin materials (Mosiah 2:1); and notes more than a dozen Old Testament references. Observing that “King Benjamin was at the temple at the time
he spoke of the heavenly choir (Mosiah 2:1),” Tvedtnes concludes that
“it is likely that his discourse and the designation of his son Mosiah
as the new king occurred at the Israelite feast of tabernacles, when a
choir of Levites sang in imitation of the choir of angels” (p. 134). This
chapter repays multiple readings.
In equal measure, in the ﬁve-page chapter 22 on “Heaven and
Earth” (pp. 144–48), Bokovoy gives his readers sparkling insights into
the phrase heaven and earth as “merismus,” the use of “two opposite
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word pairs, to express the concept of all or every” (p. 144). After quoting
Mosiah 4:9, “Believe in God; believe that he is, and that he created all
things, both in heaven and in earth; believe that he has all wisdom, and
all power, both in heaven and in earth; believe that man doth not comprehend all the things which the Lord can comprehend,” Bokovoy cites
the Book of Mormon and the Bible several times as well as three ancient
Mesopotamian texts, including the Assyrian Esarhaddon Treaty (“you
are adjured by all the gods of every land, you are adjured by the gods of
heaven and earth,” p. 144), the Babylonian Enuma Elish (“When heaven
above was not yet even mentioned, ﬁrm-set earth below called by no
name,” p. 145), and from the Sumerian Birth of Man (“In days of yore,
the days when heaven and earth had been [fashioned], in the nights of
yore, the nights when heaven and earth had been fashioned,” p. 145) to
further illustrate the use of heaven and earth to mean the universe.
It would have been useful for Testaments to have a scriptural index and a subject index. I would appreciate both, but would be satisﬁed with a scriptural index alone.
This book could easily be used as a source for Gospel Doctrine
class lessons. Oh, and by the way, I plan to continue to use it as a reference tool.

THE DEUTERONOMIST DE-CHRISTIANIZING
OF THE OLD TESTAMENT
Kevin Christensen

Kevin Christensen (BA, San Jose State University) is a
technical writer based in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

What is recognisable in temple theology is what we know
as Christianity.
Margaret Barker¹

S

hortly after I completed a study of Margaret Barker’s ﬁrst seven
books of biblical scholarship, titled “Paradigms Regained,”² I read
an article by Melodie Moench Charles called “The Mormon Christianizing of the Old Testament.” It ﬁrst appeared in Sunstone in 1980
and was reprinted in 1990 in The Word of God. Charles observes that
Latter-day Saint commentaries on the Old Testament tend to rely on
an overlay of modern revelation rather than reading the text as it is.
She contends that the “diﬀerences between Old Testament thought
and later Mormon reinterpretations are fundamental and not easily

1. Margaret Barker, On Earth as It Is in Heaven: Temple Symbolism in the New Testament (Edinburgh: Clark, 1995), 80.
2. Kevin Christensen, “Paradigms Regained: A Survey of Margaret Barker’s Scholarship and Its Signiﬁcance for Mormon Studies,” FARMS Occasional Papers 2 (2001).

Review of Melodie Moench Charles. “The Mormon Christianizing
of the Old Testament.” In The Word of God: Essays on Mormon Scripture, ed. Dan Vogel, 131–42. Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1990.
ix + 271 pp. $11.95.
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explained away. Much of the core of Old Testament belief is destroyed
when Mormon/Christian ideas are imposed upon it” (p. 136). She objects to the “conspiracy theory” of 1 Nephi 13, which “tells us that designing and wicked people systematically removed parts of the scriptures which were ‘plain and precious’” (p. 136). She urges the Saints
to “understand the Old Testament as Israelites themselves would have
understood it” rather than imposing a Latter-day Saint revision on it.
Her assumptions are that there is a substantially single, static Israelite understanding and that this reading was preserved in the received
Old Testament text.
Charles raises questions that deserve consideration. She highlights
issues that have confronted the Saints from the time of Alexander
Campbell’s “Delusions” published in 1831.³ Campbell protested the
Book of Mormon depiction of preexilic temple worship and knowledge of Christ, seemingly anachronistic “Christian” practices, and the
priesthood as Melchizedek-related rather than Levitical. On these issues in particular, the Book of Mormon seemed to Campbell to violate
both common knowledge and well-known scripture.
Starting with a book published in 1987, Old Testament scholar
Margaret Barker makes the case that, during Josiah’s reform and the
exile, the Deuteronomist reformers edited the scriptures in their
care, suppressing several key teachings and practices associated with
the First Temple and the monarchy.⁴ Who were the Deuteronomist
reformers? They are the ones often credited with shaping the books
of Deuteronomy, Judges, Joshua, 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings,
which collectively comprise the Deuteronomist history. Noted biblical scholar Robert Alter has observed that the Deuteronomists are the
one editorial school upon whose existence everyone agrees.⁵ Surveys
of their activities can be found in books by Richard Elliott Friedman
3. Alexander Campbell, “Delusions,” Millennial Harbinger, 7 February 1831, 85–95.
4. She also describes a sequel, when, after the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans, as the Christian message moved from the Palestinian world to the Greek world,
certain key texts and teachings related to the temple were lost from Christianity. See
Margaret Barker, The Great High Priest: The Temple Roots of Christian Liturgy (London:
Clark, 2003), 18, 43, and 294–95.
5. See Robert J. Alter, “The Genius of J,” review of The Hidden Book in the Bible, by Richard Elliott Friedman, New York Times, Sunday Book Review Desk, 15 November 1998.
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and William Doorly.⁶ From such surveys, we learn that they apparently produced a history of the kings to celebrate King Josiah, and
they produced later editions of the books in their care to record and
respond to the destruction of the temple and the monarchy and the
experience of the exile. They reshaped the records in their care and
revised the history of Israel. While also advocating that we read the
Old Testament as it is,⁷ Barker argues that
the restructuring of Israel’s traditions and writings during the
exile and the years which followed must always be borne in
mind when reading the Old Testament. So too must the fact
that many traces of the older ways survived, as can be seen
in Dan. 7, and were still being removed at the beginning of the
Christian era, as can be seen from the signiﬁcant diﬀerences
between the Qumran versions of certain Hebrew texts and
those we now use. Such traces of the older ways as escaped the
ancient scribes are often removed by modern readers as they
read, since we have all been steeped in one particular view of
the Old Testament and its monotheism.⁸
The “one particular view” Barker says “[that] we have all been steeped
in” is the view that Charles describes. Regarding the dominant schools
of interpretation of the Bible today, Barker claims:
The reforming Deuteronomists with their emphasis on history and law have evoked a sympathetic response in many
modern scholars who have found there a religion after their
own heart.⁹ Thus we have inherited a double distortion; the
reformers edited much of what we now read in the Hebrew
6. Richard Elliott Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? (New York: Harper and Row,
1987); and William J. Doorly, Obsession with Justice: The Story of the Deuteronomists
(New York: Paulist, 1994).
7. Margaret Barker, The Great Angel A Study of Israel’s Second God (London: SPCK,
1992), 28.
8. Ibid., 26, emphasis in original. Compare Margaret Barker, The Risen Lord: The
Jesus of History as the Christ of Faith (Edinburgh: Clark, 1996), 58.
9. Compare this passage with: “For the ﬁrst time, Yahweh . . . spoke to his people
through writings on a scroll. Previously Yahweh had spoken in other ways.” Doorly, Story
of the Deuteronomists, 1. See Hugh Nibley, Enoch the Prophet (Salt Lake City: Deseret
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Bible, and modern interpreters with a similar cast of mind
have told us what the whole of that Hebrew Bible was saying.
The fact that most ancient readers of the texts read them very
diﬀerently is seen as a puzzle.¹⁰
Barker attempts to solve the puzzle of the diﬀerence in reading by
recovering the context in which the ancient readers lived and thought.
One of the most important elements of the preexilic religion that the
Deuteronomists changed involved the role of the high priest.
The anointed high priest of the ﬁrst temple cult was remembered as having been diﬀerent than the high priest of the
second temple cult since the latter was described simply as
the priest who “wears many garments,” a reference to the
eight garments worn by him on Yom Kippur: “And who is
the anointed [high priest]? He that is anointed with the oil of
unction, but not he that is dedicated with many garments.”
It was also remembered that the roles of the anointed high
priest and the priest of the many garments diﬀered in some
respects at Yom Kippur when the rituals of atonement were
performed. The anointed high priest, they believed, would be
restored to Israel at the end of time, in the last days.¹¹
Why does this matter? We will recall that the Hebrew Messiah
and the Greek Christ both mean “anointed one.” The implication is
that during the exile after the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BC,
the role of the anointed one was changed as part of a Deuteronomist
reform. And this justiﬁes my title. The Deuteronomists changed the
role of the “anointed one”—that is, the “Messiah.” Recall that David
Wright, in a Sunstone article critiquing the Book of Mormon’s historicity, once asked, “Why would the messianic view of atoning sacriﬁce
Book and FARMS, 1986), 138–54. Nibley argues for a long-standing tradition of preserving and transmitting records by burying and hiding them to come forth in their purity.
For further accounts, also see John A. Tvedtnes, The Book of Mormon and Other Hidden
Books (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000), 9–25.
10. Barker, Great Angel, 28.
11. Ibid., 15.
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be removed when the Hebrew Bible speaks quite openly of a messianic
ﬁgure?”¹² For Wright, the question is rhetorical, brooking no further
discussion. Barker’s work reverses Wright’s intended rhetorical eﬀect
by answering his question.¹³ In ten books and several journal articles,
she identiﬁes the perpetrators, describes their motivations and the
circumstances of just such a removal, and lays out the evidence they
left behind. Beginning with Josiah’s reform, which was soon followed
by the destruction of Jerusalem, the loss of the temple, the destruction
of the monarchy, and the experience of the exile, the Deuteronomists
had the motives, the means, the opportunity, and a method to make a
change in Israel’s religion.
Texts that give any indication of when the rift occurred in the
priesthood all point to the same period. The Qumran texts are
unanimous in identifying this as the time when Israel went
astray. 1 Enoch (1 Enoch 89.73; 93.9), the Community Rule
(1QS V), and the Damascus Document (CD III) all record
diﬀerent aspects of the disaster: an apostate generation with
polluted bread on their altar, people under the dominion of
Belial whose deeds were a deﬁlement in the age of wrath. They
had gone astray in the secret things, presumably the teachings
of the priesthood.¹⁴
That the Deuteronomists speciﬁcally targeted the atoning messiah is clear from several convergent lines of evidence that Barker discusses. For example, their histories systematically discredited almost
all the kings,¹⁵ the calendar in Deuteronomy did not include the Day
12. David Wright, “Historical Criticism: A Necessary Element in the Search for Religious Truth,” Sunstone, September 1992, 36 n. 12. I responded in an essay that I originally
submitted to Sunstone, but which was published as “A Response to David Wright on Historical Criticism” in the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 3/1 (1994): 74–93.
13. For example, see Barker’s “Atonement: The Rite of Healing,” in Great High Priest,
42–55.
14. Barker, Great High Priest, 152, emphasis in original.
15. “Is it likely that almost all the kings of Jerusalem were misguided apostates who
permitted and encouraged alien cults in their kingdom? . . . Our major source judges
all the kings by standards set out in Deuteronomy whose very name means ‘the second
Law.’” Barker, Great High Priest, 148, 308.
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of Atonement,¹⁶ and the reforming actions of their hero, King Josiah,
targeted the objects kept in the holy of holies, which was the exclusive
domain of the anointed high priest.¹⁷
In short, Barker’s work describes an ongoing scribal eﬀort, a conspiracy if you will, that not only aﬀected writings that eventually became our Old Testament, but that to this day aﬀects how it is read.
Second Kings describes how the eight-year-old Josiah came to the
throne: “And the people of the land slew all them that had conspired
against king Amon; and the people of the land made Josiah his son
king in his stead” (2 Kings 21:24).
In King Josiah of Judah: Lost Messiah of Israel, Marvin Sweeny
observes:
Josiah was the ﬁrst King of Judah to be placed on the
throne by the people of the land. Insofar as the Deuteronomic
Torah protects the rights of family lines, it protects the rights
of family inheritance and possession of land. Furthermore,
the various measures pertaining to debt and slavery make it
easier for those who ﬁnd themselves in economic trouble to
get out of it and to have a basis on which to rebuild their lives.
It would appear that the Deuteronomic Torah addresses the
needs of the people of the land, the very group that put Josiah in power after the assassination of his father Amon. This
would suggest that the Deuteronomic Torah played a role in
supporting Josiah’s reign and reform program.¹⁸
None of the commentaries I have read have noted that Jeremiah
appears to have been called against the very people who put Josiah in
power, and thus against the very people and institutions who would
have been implementing the reforms at the time of his call. The ac16. “The Deuteronomic version of the calendar does not mention the Day of Atonement, only Passover, Weeks and Tabernacles (Deut 16).” Barker, Great High Priest, 309.
17. See Margaret Barker, “What Did King Josiah Reform?” in Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, ed. John W. Welch, David Rolph Seely, and Jo Ann H. Seely (Provo, UT: FARMS,
2004), 526.
18. Marvin K. Sweeny, King Josiah of Judah: The Lost Messiah of Israel (New York:
Oxford, 2001), 166.
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count in 2 Chronicles 34:3 has the reform start in the twelfth year of
Josiah’s reign, and Jeremiah 1:2 says that Jeremiah’s call came in the
thirteenth year. “For, behold, I have made thee this day a defenced city,
and an iron pillar, and brasen walls against the whole land, against the
kings of Judah, against the princes thereof, against the priests thereof,
and against the people of the land” (Jeremiah 1:18).
The keynote of the Deuteronomists is their regard for written law.
Deuteronomy 4 depicts Moses as informing Israel: “Keep therefore
and do them [that is, the statutes and judgments of the law]; for this
is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the nations,
which shall hear all these statutes, and say, Surely this great nation is a
wise and understanding people” (Deuteronomy 4:6).
Jeremiah seems to be commenting on this very passage:
How do ye say, We are wise, and the law of the Lord is
with us? Lo, certainly in vain made he it; the pen of the scribes
is in vain.
The wise men are ashamed, they are dismayed and taken:
lo, they have rejected the word of the Lord; and what wisdom
is in them? (Jeremiah 8:8–9)¹⁹
With respect to the law and those who had charge of it, Jeremiah
comments that “they that handle the law knew me not” (Jeremiah 2:8).
Therefore, behold, I am against the prophets, saith the
Lord, that steal my words every one from his neighbour. (Jeremiah 23:30)
And the burden of the Lord shall ye mention no more: for
every man’s word shall be his burden; for ye have perverted
the words of the living God, of the Lord of hosts our God.
(Jeremiah 23:36)
19. Richard Elliott Friedman’s translation is stronger: “How do you say, ‘We are wise,
and Yahweh’s torah is with us’? In fact, here it was made for a lie, the lying pen of scribes.”
See Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? 209. Interestingly, Friedman argues that Jeremiah
was the Deuteronomist. I now ﬁnd this unpersuasive in light of passages such as these,
and other First Temple imagery and concerns in Jeremiah.
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Deuteronomy relates the following: “And the Lord spake unto you
out of the midst of the ﬁre: ye heard the voice of the words, but saw no
similitude; only ye heard a voice” (Deuteronomy 4:12). Barker notes
the direct contradiction with the account in Exodus 24:9–11, which
reports that Moses, Aaron, and seventy elders of Israel “saw the God
of Israel.” Jeremiah speaks as one who has seen:
For who hath stood in the counsel of the Lord, and hath
perceived and heard his word? who hath marked his word,
and heard it? (Jeremiah 23:18; compare theophanies in Isaiah
6 and 1 Enoch)
But if they had stood in my counsel, and had caused my
people to hear my words, then they should have turned them
from their evil way, and from the evil of their doings. (Jeremiah 23:22)
Deuteronomy says that “The secret things belong unto the Lord
our God: but those things which are revealed belong unto us and to
our children for ever, that we may do all the words of this law” (Deuteronomy 29:29). Further, it explains that “For this commandment
which I command thee this day, it is not hidden from thee, neither is
it far oﬀ. It is not in heaven, that thou shouldest say, Who shall go up
for us to heaven, and bring it unto us, that we may hear it, and do it?”
(Deuteronomy 30:11–12).
Against this, Jeremiah speaks as one who has been invited to learn
and declare the secret things: “Call unto me, and I will answer thee,
and shew thee great and mighty things, which thou knowest not” (Jeremiah 33:3).
Jeremiah, like Lehi, shows a thorough knowledge of Deuteronomy,
citing it over two hundred times.²⁰ Therefore, Jeremiah’s points of direct
contradiction to the current form of Deuteronomy should be telling,
particularly when considering his conﬂicts with the institutions and
people who implemented the reforms. Like Lehi, Jeremiah contradicts
Deuteronomy on issues that Barker describes as deﬁning the reform.
20. Norman Podhoretz, The Prophets: Who They Were, What They Are (New York:
Free Press, 2002), 219.
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Intriguingly, Lehi must have witnessed the beginnings of the revisionist eﬀort during Josiah’s reform. Lehi himself begins his own ministry in Jerusalem by prophesying of “a Messiah, and also the redemption of the world” (1 Nephi 1:19). This clearly points to the anointed
and to the Day of Atonement and puts Lehi in direct opposition to
the reformers. Later, Lehi’s son Jacob describes Jews at Jerusalem who
“look[ed] beyond the mark,” and “despised the words of plainness”
(Jacob 4:14). The mark in question must be the same as that referred to
by Ezekiel, another temple priest and an exact contemporary. Barker
explains what Ezekiel saw in a vision of the angels of destruction summoned to the temple:
An angel was sent to mark the faithful: “Go through the city,
through Jerusalem, and put a mark upon the foreheads of the
men who groan and sigh over all the abominations that are
committed in it” (Ezek. 9.4). The Lord then spoke to the other
six angels: “pass through the city after him and smite . . . but
touch no one upon whom is the mark . . .” (Ezek. 9.5–6). The
mark on the forehead was protection against the wrath.
“Mark,” however conceals what that mark was. The Hebrew says that the angel marked the foreheads with the letter tau, the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet. In the ancient
Hebrew script that Ezekiel would have used, this letter was a
diagonal cross, and the signiﬁcance of this becomes apparent from the much later tradition about the high priests. The
rabbis remembered that the oil for anointing the high priest
had been lost when the ﬁrst temple was destroyed and that the
high priests of the second temple were only “priests of many
garments,” a reference to the eight garments worn on the Day
of Atonement. The rabbis also remember that the anointed
high priests of the ﬁrst temple had been anointed on the forehead with the sign of a diagonal cross. This diagonal cross
was the sign of the Name on their foreheads, the mark which
Ezekiel described as the letter tau.²¹
21. Margaret Barker, The Revelation of Jesus Christ, Which God Gave Him to Show to
His Servants What Must Soon Take Place (Revelation 1.1) (Edinburgh: Clark, 2000), 162.
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This must be the meaning of Jacob’s mark; therefore, it quite literally
meant for Book of Mormon peoples to take upon themselves the name
of Christ—that is, the name of the anointed.
The plainness that Jacob discusses in his fourth chapter emphasizes point for point what Barker argues was lost at just that time.²²
And the “conspiracy theory” regarding the transmission of scripture
in 1 Nephi 13 predicts further loss of signiﬁcant teachings after the
death of the Old World apostles and also includes a prophecy that
those lost teachings would be restored in writings to be discovered
after the coming of the Book of Mormon and published via the Gentiles. Barker describes how she constructed her picture of the Deuteronomist reform and her reconstruction of the Older Testament based
on writings that “would have been lost but for the accidents of archaeological discovery.”²³ Natural curiosity should lead us to compare
Barker’s view of the Old Testament, as she reconstructs it, with what
we have in the Book of Mormon, and I have oﬀered a survey of the
potentials for such a comparison in “Paradigms Regained.”
I want to focus particularly on the ﬁnal portion of Charles’s article.
In it she describes several “distinguishing features of Old Testament
theology” that, she says, are “relatively consistent and are irreconcilable with Mormon commentary on the Old Testament” (p. 136).
The Conception of God
“The conception of God,” according to Charles, “is the most signiﬁcant diﬀerence between Old Testament thought and Mormon representations of it. The Israelite deity was single, not multiple. . . . eventually
all their theology displayed complete monotheism (Is. 40–55)” (p. 136).
When does the “eventually” that Charles takes for granted occur?
Barker makes a case that a strict monotheism came about during the
22. Kevin Christensen, “The Temple, the Monarchy, and Wisdom: Lehi’s World and
the Scholarship of Margaret Barker,” in Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, 502–4.
23. Margaret Barker, The Older Testament: Survival of Themes from the Ancient Royal
Cult in Sectarian Judaism and Early Christianity (London: SPCK, 1987), 6–7. Also compare “Text and Context” in Barker’s Great High Priest, 294–315, with 1 Nephi 13:24–26,
39–41.
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exile, in response to the destruction of the temple and the monarchy.
She ﬁnds evidence of this in the eﬀorts of the Deuteronomists and as
a result of the interpretations of what is often called the Second Isaiah
by biblical scholars.²⁴ For example, Barker observes that
the climax of two passages (Isa. 43.13; 46.9), and the emphasis
elsewhere at Isa. 40.18 and 45.14, shows that the other great
shift which formed the theology of the Second Isaiah was that
Yahweh the Holy One of Israel was also El. Israel was therefore no longer at the mercy of contending angelic forces, of
which her Yahweh was but one. If Yahweh was El, the others
were nothing.
In contrast to these passages, we ﬁnd one other, Isa. 43.16–
19, which follows upon the court scene where the gods are declared to be nothing. Here, and only here, the prophet exhorts
to forget the former things, and a whole new understanding of
Yahweh is outlined.²⁵
The same passages in Isaiah and Deuteronomy that are often used
as proof texts for the strict monotheism of the Old Testament turn out
to be for Barker evidence for a shift in Israelite theology during the exile.²⁶ While the Book of Mormon quotes several Isaiah chapters that
many scholars believe were written during the exile, I ﬁnd it signiﬁcant that the seven chapters containing arguments for monotheism and
24. However, many Latter-day Saint scholars maintain a belief in a uniﬁed Isaiah;
see, for example, David Rolph Seely, “Exploring the Isaiah Code: Ascending the Seven
Steps on the Stairway to Heaven,” in this number of the FARMS Review, pages 383–97.
Also, Barker is the religion editor for Ashgate Publishing, which in 2004 published Michael Golder, Isaiah as Liturgy; there he argues that the eight sections of Isaiah correspond with the sequence for the annual festival in the Psalms.
25. Barker, Older Testament, 166.
26. For example, Paul Owen, “Monotheism, Mormonism, and the New Testament
Witness,” in The New Mormon Challenge: Responding to the Latest Defenses of a FastGrowing Movement, ed. Francis J. Beckwith, Carl Mosser, and Paul Owen (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002), 272–75. See also George D. Smith, “Isaiah Updated” in The
Word of God: Essays on Mormon Scripture, ed. Dan Vogel (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1990), 119. Compare John A. Tvedtnes, “Isaiah Variants in the Book of Mormon”
(FARMS, 1981), 129–35.
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for the identiﬁcation of El with Yahweh do not appear in the Book of
Mormon.²⁷ In Since Cumorah, Nibley suggests that perhaps the verses
included in the Book of Mormon consisted of the Isaiah writings up to
that time.²⁸
El and Jehovah
Charles explains her understanding of the use of divine titles in the
Old Testament: “Israel’s one God was called Elohim (or God), Yahweh
(or the Lord—Jehovah in the KJV), Yahweh Elohim (or the Lord God),
or other interchangeable titles. There is no support in the Old Testament for the idea that the titles referred to diﬀerent beings” (p. 137).
Barker examines the theology behind the use of various divine
titles in the text and, by so doing, ﬁnds that the titles were not originally interchangeable. In her book The Great Angel: A Study of Israel’s
Second God, Barker surveys the existing “sons of God” passages in
the Bible:
All the texts in the Hebrew Bible distinguish clearly between the divine sons of Elohim/Elyon and those human
beings who are called sons of Yahweh. This must be signiﬁcant. It must mean that the terms originated at a time when
27. See Christensen, “Paradigms Regained,” 77–81, which contains many citations
from Donald W. Parry and John Welch, eds., Isaiah in the Book of Mormon (Provo, UT:
FARMS, 1998). See also Kevin L. Barney, “Reﬂections on the Documentary Hypothesis,”
Dialogue 33/1 (2000): 74 n. 68. Also, I ﬁnd it interesting in this context that the Book
of Mormon does not quote Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one
Lord.”
28. Hugh Nibley, Since Cumorah (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1988),
125: “It is further signiﬁcant that the main passages from Isaiah quoted in the Book of
Mormon are chapters 2–14 and 48–54. This corresponds surprisingly to the major divisions of Isaiah on which the scholars have most widely agreed as the original Isaiah collection and as the authentic Deutero-Isaiah. Why does Nephi, the passionate devotee, as
he proclaims himself, of the writings of Isaiah, quote almost exclusively from these two
blocks of those writings? Can it be that they represent what pretty well was the writing of
Isaiah in Lehi’s time? The failure to quote from the ﬁrst chapter, the most famous of all,
suggests the theory of some scholars that that chapter is actually a general summary of
the whole work and may have been added after.” Compare also William Hamblin, “‘Isaiah Update’ Challenged,” Dialogue 17/1 (1984): 4–7.
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Yahweh was distinguished from whatever was meant by El/
Elohim/Elyon. A large number of texts continued to distinguish between El Elyon and Yahweh, Father and Son, and to
express this distinction in similar ways with the symbolism
of the temple and the royal cult. By tracing these patterns
through a great variety of material and over several centuries, Israel’s second God can be recovered.²⁹
One of the key texts on this topic is Deuteronomy 32:8–9, which
has a most signiﬁcant variation in both the Dead Sea Scrolls and the
Septuagint, as compared to the Masoretic text underlying the King
James Version of the Bible. Alternatively, here is the translation from
the Revised Standard Version.
When the Most High [that is, El Elyon] gave to the nations their inheritance, when he separated the sons of men,
he ﬁxed the bounds of the peoples according to the number of
the sons of God [KJV, “children of Israel”].
For the Lord’s portion [that is, Yahweh’s portion] is his
people, Jacob his allotted heritage.³⁰
29. Barker, Great Angel, 10, emphasis deleted. Also, “This distinction is important for
at least two reasons; Yahweh was one of the sons of El Elyon; and Jesus in the Gospels was
described as a Son of El Elyon, God Most High.” Barker, Great Angel, 4. Note also that, in
the Book of Mormon, “unmistakable El (E source) names do occur in the Book of Mormon, notably ‘Most High God’ (Hebrew ‘El Elyon’) and ‘Almighty God’ (the Septuagint’s
term for ‘El Shaddai’), the former six times and the latter eleven.” John L. Sorenson, “The
Brass Plates and Biblical Scholarship,” in Nephite Culture and Society (Salt Lake City:
New Sage Books, 1997), 33.
30. John Tvedtnes, e-mail correspondence, 10 June 2002, raises some issues based on
Bart D. Ehrman’s study The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture: The Eﬀect of Early Christological Controversies on the Text of the New Testament (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1993) of the second-century AD practice of replacing divine names and New Testament quotations of Old Testament scriptures as though Jehovah is addressing Jesus
(Psalm 110, the most frequently quoted text in the New Testament is the most conspicuous example). However, if the context for this issue is that of the First Temple period (as
Barker argues), in which the high priest/king represents the visible presence of Jehovah,
and Jesus was seen as the Great High Priest, then the Old Testament passages would be
describing situations wherein Jehovah is addressing the priest/king who represents Jehovah. In such a ritual context, rather than a theological context, it becomes reasonable to
ask, whom does Jehovah represent when addressing the high priest who represents him?
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Barker notes that the Deuteronomist theology, at least in the exilic
school, was strictly monotheistic. She cites the application of Deuteronomy 4:19 in rejecting the hosts of heaven and also refers to parallel
passages in Isaiah 37:17 and 2 Kings 19:15 as an example of the “relationship between Isaiah and the Deuteronomic editors” where “the
D passage omits the title ‘Lord of Hosts.’”³¹ According to Barker, “the
idea of a procreator God with sons seems to have fallen out of favour
among those who equated Yahweh and El. (Those who retained a belief
in the sons of God, e.g. the Christians, as we shall see, were those who
continued to distinguish between El and Yahweh, Father and Son.
This cannot be coincidence.)”³²
The Source of Evil
Charles describes a strict monotheism that necessarily blames evil
on God: “The one God was responsible for everything, both good and
evil. As Amos (3:6) said, ‘Shall there be evil in a city, and the Lord hath
not done it’ (see also Job 2:10). There is no room here for the Christian
view of Satan as the prince of the earth, the father of lies . . . the being
responsible for evil in the world” (pp. 136–37). Her view of evil here
diﬀers from the ancient concept behind the Hebrew word translated
that way. In general it refers to anything unpleasant, and speciﬁcally,
it refers to unpleasant consequences embodied in covenant curses, in
contrast to the covenant blessings.³³ Therefore, such passages originally did not rule out a role for Satan, a ﬁgure always associated with
accounts of fallen angels. Barker has used the Enoch literature as a
key to ﬁnd evidence of the fallen angel stories in the Old Testament
One possible answer would be that Jehovah represents his Father, El. Another possibility,
which Barry Bickmore explores, involves evidence that shows that the divine names are
occasionally used as interchangeable titles. See Barry R. Bickmore, “Of Simplicity, Oversimpliﬁcation, and Monotheism,” FARMS Review 15/1 (2003): 220–28.
31. Barker, Older Testament, 138 n. 11.
32. Barker, Great Angel, 19, emphasis in original.
33. Tvedtnes, in personal correspondence, observes that “evil” in this context is not
abstract but speciﬁcally something bad or unpleasant. Avraham Gileadi, in “Isaiah: Four
Latter-day Keys to an Ancient Book,” in Isaiah and the Prophets: Inspired Voices from the
Old Testament, ed. Monte S. Nyman (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1984), 123–24, speciﬁcally associates the term with covenant curses, rather than abstract or personal evil.
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in portions rooted in the First Temple tradition, rather than the Deuteronomic portions. In Isaiah 1, for example:
The ﬁrst poem opens with a clear reference to the fallen
angels, the sons of God: “Sons have I reared and brought up,
but they have rebelled against me.” . . . The LXX of v. 2 differs from the MT: “sons have I begotten and exalted,” as in Ps
89:19, which gives an even clearer picture of the sons in question. Given the other allusions in this passage, these “sons of
God” must be the fallen angels who appear brieﬂy in Gen 6:2
but are fundamental to 1 Enoch, where they rebel against the
Great Holy One, marry human wives, and produce children
who corrupt the creation. Thus in v. 4 we meet “the oﬀspring
of the evildoers, corrupting sons,” perhaps originally “sons of
the corrupters,” who have forsaken the Lord and despised the
Holy One.³⁴
Comparisons to the Enoch literature help Barker illuminate more direct references to the Satan ﬁgure in Isaiah.
1.31 is a cryptic fragment about Azazel. “The strong ones and
their work shall burn together” is the reading of 1QIsa. The MT
has singular forms here and is probably original. The word
translated “strong one” occurs nowhere else in the OT even
though related words and the LXX conﬁrm the meaning. In
1 Enoch, the leader of the fallen angels is named Azazel, which
means, “the strong one.” He was to be burned on the Day of
Judgement (1 Enoch 10:7; cf. Matt 25:41; Rev 20:10).³⁵
Barker sketches the presence of the old ways in the Book of Job:
The friends know of the heavenly council, of a claim to true
wisdom, and of the attempt to ascend into heaven. The way
in which these are used suggests that they were a part of Job’s
own view, being turned against him. The friends claim for
34. Margaret Barker, “Isaiah,” in Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible, ed. James D. G.
Dunn and John W. Rogerson (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003), 497.
35. Ibid., 498.
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themselves another wisdom, and an ancient tradition, in a
manner which shows that Job accepted neither.
The heart of Job’s dilemma is that there is only one God.
He has been asked by the friends to reconcile the all too obvious evil in creation with his conﬁdence in a God who will
punish evil. The Job dialogue thus represents the struggles of
a man coming to terms with monotheism, and being deprived
of the more ancient polytheistic view.³⁶
The point is that the Bible as we have it is a selection from the writings of ancient Israel, and that this selection has undergone signiﬁcant
editing and contextual reframing. Barker discusses signiﬁcant losses
from the Old Testament with respect to the origins of evil:
The question we cannot answer is: How is it that Jubilees and
Job have an account of the creation which includes the angels,
which Genesis does not mention, even though it does have an
evil serpent ﬁgure of whose origin we are told nothing? Later
traditions knew that an elaborate heavenly world had been
created before the material world and this heaven was totally
integrated with the earth.³⁷
In his forthcoming Joseph Smith and the Ancient World, John
Tvedtnes writes that:
The concept of a spiritual creation that preceded the physical creation of the earth is conﬁrmed in one of the Dead Sea
Scrolls, 4QTanhumin (4Q176), which says, “Because he created every [spirit] of the eternal generations, [and with] his
commandment [he established] all the paths. The earth he
created [with his rig]ht (hand) before it existed.”³⁸
36. Barker, Older Testament, 266–67.
37. Barker, Great Angel, 7; Nibley, in Enoch the Prophet, also touches on the fallen
angel stories in Enoch and related traditions (pp. 71–79, 172–74, 183–84) and traditions
about a spirit creation before the physical creation (pp. 242–43).
38. Tvedtnes, personal correspondence, 10 June 2002.
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The very things that Barker claims are missing from Genesis, including the accounts of fallen angels and the council in heaven, appear
in the Latter-day Saint scriptures (see 2 Nephi 2; Moses 4:1–4, Abraham 3–4).
The Law
Charles shares her understanding of the law of Moses: “According
to the Israelite view, the Law was not an inferior replacement for a gospel they were unworthy to live” (p. 137). This view may have become
predominant after the exile, but it was not the only Israelite view. Eugene Seaich points out that “4 Ezra 14:4–6 also claims that two sets of
Torah were given to Moses, a higher set for himself, and a lower set for
the masses. The latter of course became the subject of the written Torah, but the former was secretly handed down to become the apocryphal literature of the inter-testamental period.”³⁹ He further writes:
According to Jeremiah 31:32, . . . it was a lesser law that was now
in eﬀect, one that was to be replaced by a “new” and “everlasting Covenant” (31:31; 37:26), i.e. by a return to the original (cf.
Gal. 3:8; Mt. 19:8). . . . Compare also D&C 84:25–29, and JST
Ex. 34:1–2, which both state that the Mosaic Law was a lesser
Law which had temporarily replaced the Law of the patriarchs
(D&C 84:6–17), though Jewish tradition was naturally obliged
to defend it as a “complete” and “ideal” revelation.⁴⁰
While Charles’s view no doubt was held by many Israelites, it was not
the only Israelite tradition.
39. Eugene Seaich, Ancient Texts and Mormonism (Salt Lake City: Sounds of Zion,
1983), 61.
40. Seaich, personal e-mail correspondence, 2 October 2001, quoting from his unpublished expanded version of Ancient Texts and Mormonism, 670 n. 74. See John A.
Tvedtnes, “The Higher and Lesser Laws,” in Reason, Revelation, and Faith: Essays in
Honor of Truman G. Madsen, ed. Donald W. Parry, Daniel C. Peterson, and Stephen D.
Ricks (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002), 383–406.
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Baptism
Charles also writes on baptism: “There is no indication that any
kind of baptism was ever a part of the Law” (p. 137). Noting that Lehi
claims descent from Joseph and Manasseh, which have ties to the
northern kingdom, Steve St. Clair observes:
Given the interest in ritual purity expressed in the Law of
Moses, and the importance of water in preserving that purity
both for priests and laymen, it would be expected that any
biblical religion would have analogous practices. In fact, we
ﬁnd that the northern Israelite sources indeed present a people with an almost obsessive interest in washings, lustrations,
and baptisms as part of their religious ritual. This included
groups that were in existence long before, and quite independent of, Christianity, whose baptism appeared later.
Both the Samaritans and the Qumran sectarians were wellknown for their baptismal [or lustration] facilities. Numerous
related sects were also characterized by the practice.⁴¹
The Messiah
In her article, Charles shares her understanding of the Messiah:
The idea of a messiah was not very prominent in the Old Testament, appearing only in the later books. The prophecies
about him are vague. (p. 137)
This messiah was never described as the creator of the
world. No Jew expected his messiah to atone for anyone’s sins
or to be cruciﬁed and resurrected. (p. 138)
There is no indication that . . . sacriﬁces [of the law] preﬁgured Jesus Christ. (p. 138)
41. See Steve St. Clair, “The Stick of Joseph: The Book of Mormon and the Literary
Tradition of Northern Israel,” unpublished manuscript in my possession. Compare also
John A. Tvedtnes, The Church of the Old Testament (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1980),
5–9, and Stephen D. Ricks, “Miqvaot: Ritual Immersion Baths in the Second Temple
(Intertestamental) Jewish History,” BYU Studies 36/3 (1996–97): 277–86.
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Her comments collide in an interesting way with Barker’s work on
some of the key puzzles for understanding Christian origins.
Closely linked with the question of Jesus’ self-consciousness
must be the question of soteriology. Put in simple terms: If he
knew who he was he must have known what he was doing.
How, then, did Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension come
to be seen by the early church as the great atonement? And
how did it come about that someone declared to be the Son of
God made this atonement? Where in the traditions available
to the original disciples in Palestine do we ﬁnd a belief or a
hope that it was a divine being or even the Lord himself who
was the atonement sacriﬁce? . . . it is a very big step indeed
from the goats and lambs in the temple to the human sacriﬁce
of one declared to be the Lord, the Son of God. This step is
unacknowledged in any account I have read of atonement in
the New Testament.⁴²
Barker’s Risen Lord attempts to answer these questions and to
show in the traditions of ﬁrst-century Palestine how this all makes
sense. If, as Charles claims, “No Jew expected a messiah like Jesus,”
how do we explain Christianity? Why did a Jewish rabbi from Nazareth come to be identiﬁed as the Messiah by many Jews? Addressing
this question, Barker writes:
As with so many other familiar words in the New Testament, we have tended to give “Messiah” our own meaning,
often forgetting that Jesus was called Messiah because people
of his time knew what they meant by a Messiah. The Christian teaching modiﬁed the traditional view, but it was only a
modiﬁcation, not a completely new departure. Messiah, and
its Greek equivalent Christ, means the “anointed one.”⁴³
A quotation from Barker given earlier shows that the high priest
in the First Temple period was the anointed one. Who was the high
42. Barker, Risen Lord, 8–9.
43. Margaret Barker, The Lost Prophet: The Book of Enoch and Its Inﬂuence on Christianity (London: SPCK, 1988), 45.
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priest? Barker shows that at times during that period, the king was
also the high priest. Evidently, the king not only acted in the role of the
high priest in the temple, but in that role, represented the visible presence of Yahweh, the son of the Most High God, El. She continues:
Central to the myths was belief in the human manifestation
of God. A human ﬁgure occupied the divine throne and came
to bring judgement. The presence of the ﬁgure also brought
renewed life and fertility. The human ﬁgure was probably
once the king who was also the high priest.⁴⁴
For the temple rituals, the high priest/king wore a turban on his
head, and on the turban he wore a metal plate with the four letters of
the tetragrammaton to make it clear just whom he represented while
performing the rites on the Day of Atonement.⁴⁵ That is, the king—the
anointed high priest, representing Jehovah who, in turn, was originally
understood to be the Son of the Most High—performed the atonement sacriﬁce. Barker, speaking of the anointed one, notes:
On the road to Emmaus, Jesus explained to the two disciples
that it was necessary for the Anointed One to suﬀer and enter
44. Margaret Barker, The Gate of Heaven: The History and Symbolism of the Temple
in Jerusalem (London: SPCK, 1991), 180; see 134, 145–54, especially 147, where she
quotes psalms that seem to point to the year rite in the autumn of the new year, in
which “the Lord was enthroned as King. . . . The question is: Did someone represent
the Lord in these ceremonies? The most likely answer is that it was the king.” In Barker,
Older Testament, 28, she observes that, in several of the Psalms, “We also ﬁnd a king
who is more than a mere mortal (Psalms 2; 79; 82; 110), one who had a role in both
worlds, to protect his people from heavenly powers which manifested themselves as
foreign rulers and other threats to the well being of his people.” See also Barker, Older
Testament, 118: “Philo describes Moses as god and king whose ascent of Sinai was an
ascent to heaven. Samaritan traditions are similar. These texts do not just refer to a man
who became king; they refer to a man who became divine. There was therefore a pattern in some traditions, widely attested (and this is important, since it argues against
this being a minority or sectarian view) of a divine royal ﬁgure who ascended to meet
God.” Contrast Smith, “Isaiah Updated,” 127 n. 16. “The messiah sought after in the
Old Testament was a just king who would bring peace and prosperity, a righteous man
who served God, not a deity himself.”
45. See William J. Hamblin, “Sacred Writings on Bronze Plates in the Ancient Mediterranean” (FARMS, 1994).
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his glory (Luke 24.26); this must refer to the Qumran version
of the fourth Servant Song [Isaiah 53], since there is no other
passage in the Hebrew Scriptures which speaks of a suﬀering
Anointed One.⁴⁶
It makes a great deal of diﬀerence to our picture of the Messiah in the New Testament, if the name had formerly meant
the anointed one who enjoyed the presence of God and had
the status of an angel. In the pattern beginning to emerge,
the vision of God was linked to knowledge, to the judgement,
to ascent, and to angelic status, and all these were linked to
the anointed one. All these also come through as a pattern in
early Christian thought.
The ascent visions were associated with the temple and
its rituals.⁴⁷
Barker examines key titles associated with the anointed one in
the context of the First Temple. Those she ﬁnds most important are
the Holy One, the Lord of Hosts, the Servant/Lamb, and Melchizedek. Regarding the Holy One, she surveys passages in Habakkuk, Jeremiah, and the Psalms, and concludes:
There is a pattern clearly associated with the title Holy One.
Many of its elements are those of the later apocalypses, such
as visions, heavenly tablets, theophany and angelic judgement, but the royal ﬁgure is also prominent, dependent for
his power upon the might of the Holy One. The royal ﬁgure
faces threats and enemies, but, we assume, overcomes them.
Judgement upon foreign nations is also part of the pattern,
and there are associations with the Temple.⁴⁸
Barker makes use of nonbiblical writings that have been rediscovered, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the apocalyptic writings to show
the appropriate expectations for the anointed one in the Palestinian
46. Barker, Revelation of Jesus Christ, 136, emphasis in original.
47. Barker, Lost Prophet, 54.
48. Barker, Older Testament, 106, emphasis in original.
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background. For example, in an essay called “Atonement: The Rite of
Healing,” she discusses passages from Deuteronomy, the Assumption
of Moses, and the Melchizedek text (the Qumran Melchizedek) that
are “mutually consistent, and show that the heavenly high priest was
the Lord who came from his holy place on the Day of Atonement in
order to save his people from the power of the fallen angels, to punish
their enemies and to kpr [Heb. “atone”] the land.”⁴⁹
That creation rituals should be performed by the Lord is
hardly surprising. If the Lord had bound the creation at the
beginning with the great covenant which kept the forces of
chaos in their place and gave security to his people, any covenant renewal ceremony must have involved the Lord performing these acts. Atonement rituals repaired the damage to the
created order caused by sin which “wrath” could have broken
in with such disastrous consequences. Again, The Jewish Encyclopedia makes an interesting observation: “But while, according to Scripture, the high priest made atonement, tradition transferred the atoning power to God.”⁵⁰
Of particular interest to Latter-day Saint studies is Barker’s assertion that the traditions that do account for the appropriate messianic
expectations go back to the First Temple in preexilic Israel. This roots
the Book of Mormon in the key time and place. What is more, the
vagueness that Charles correctly attributes to the Old Testament descriptions of a messiah should be considered given Barker’s observation that the “distribution of unreadable Hebrew texts is not random;
they are texts which bear upon the Christian tradition.”⁵¹ And, it turns
out, “Scholars seem not to consider the major implications for Christian origins of the Qumran readings in, say Deuteronomy and Isaiah,
which are not in the MT. The original assumption had been that the
49. Barker, “Atonement: The Rite of Healing” in Great High Priest, 51.
50. Ibid., 47. For further evidence on this topic, see John A. Tvedtnes, “The Messiah,
Dead Sea Scrolls, and the Book of Mormon,” in The Most Correct Book: Insights from a
Book of Mormon Scholar (Salt Lake City: Cornerstone, 1999), 327–43, which blends well
with Barker’s picture.
51. Barker, Great High Priest, 309, emphasis in original.
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Qumran evidence represented sectarian or vulgar versions of the Hebrew text, but scribes updating texts and producing uniformity must
mean that some things were being altered, some things were being
removed.”⁵² The MT (Masoretic Text, on which the King James Version is based), it seems, does not represent the scripture that was used
by the authors of the New Testament, but does, in fact, seem to have
become the standard in response to the rise of Christianity.
Melchizedek
In looking to establish the background context for the origins of
Christianity, Barker observes that, since “Psalm 110, the Melchizedek Psalm, is the most frequently used text in the New Testament, it
seemed an obvious place to start.”⁵³ She also remarks that the Qumran
Melchizedek text exempliﬁes a set of ideas regarding “a heavenly priest
ﬁgure from the cult of the ﬁrst temple who would bring salvation and
atonement in the last days.”⁵⁴ Despite his being mentioned only brieﬂy
in the Old Testament, Barker explores the ﬁgure of Melchizedek:
Melchizedek was central to the old royal cult. We do not
know what the name means, but it is quite clear that this
priesthood operated within the mythology of the sons of
Elyon, and the triumph of the royal son of God in Jerusalem.
We should expect later references to Melchizedek to retain
some memory of the cult of Elyon. . . . The role of the ancient
kings was that of the Melchizedek ﬁgure in 11QMelch. This
accounts for the Melchizedek material in Hebrews, and the
early Church’s association of Melchizedek and the Messiah.
The arguments of Hebrews presuppose a knowledge of the angel mythology which we no longer have.⁵⁵
David Wright argues that the Melchizedek material in Alma 13 is
anachronistically derived from Hebrews:
52.
53.
54.
55.

Ibid., 304.
Barker, Risen Lord, xii.
Ibid.
Barker, Older Testament, 257.
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Scholarship recognizes that Hebrews does not create all of
its argument by itself but relies on tradition and perhaps
even on some unknown written sources (in addition to the
Bible) in some of the places where we have seen the epistle
parallel elements in Alma 12–13. But these traditions and
sources are in general relatively recent developments for
the author of Hebrews, not traditions going back 700 years.
Moreover, the traditions and sources found or supposed by
scholars for the passages in Hebrews relevant to Alma 12–13
are diverse; . . . They are not likely to be found in one traditional source.⁵⁶
In contrast to Wright’s conclusion, Barker’s work connects the Melchizedek traditions to the First Temple, which not only moves them back
seven hundred years earlier than Hebrews but also argues for the
source of unity in those traditions behind Hebrews as being those of
the temple.⁵⁷
With respect to the Melchizedek passages in the Book of Mormon,⁵⁸
we should note that the Alma 13 discussion is crowded with themes
that recur in Barker’s books as signs of the preexilic tradition—the
56. David Wright, “‘In Plain Terms that We May Understand’: Joseph Smith’s Transformation of Hebrews in Alma 12–13,” in New Approaches to the Book of Mormon: Explorations in Critical Methodology, ed. Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Signature Books,
1993), 205.
57. “The Book of Revelation has many similarities to the prophecies of Ezekiel, not
because there was a conscious imitation of the earlier prophet, but because both books
were the product of temple priests and stood in the same tradition.” Barker, Revelation of
Jesus Christ, 67. On Jesus as Melchizedek, see Barker, Great High Priest, 34–41.
58. The most important discussions are John W. Welch, “The Melchizedek Material
in Alma 13:13–19,” in By Study and Also by Faith, ed. John M. Lundquist and Stephen D.
Ricks (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1990), 2:238–72, and Wright’s skeptical
reading, “ ‘In Plain Terms that We May Understand,’ ” 165–230. Two signiﬁcant responses
to Wright are John A. Tvedtnes, review of “ ‘In Plain Terms that We May Understand’:
Joseph Smith’s Transformation of Hebrews in Alma 12–13,” by David P. Wright, Review
of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/1 (1994): 19–23, and John W. Welch, “Approaching
New Approaches,” review of New Approaches to the Book of Mormon, edited by Brent Lee
Metcalfe, Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/1 (1994): 168–81. Other recent approaches to Melchizedek can be found at www.marquette.edu/maqom/ (accessed 23 September 2004).
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Father God (Alma 13:9),⁵⁹ his Begotten Son as the atoning one (Alma
13:5),⁶⁰ the council in heaven at the foundation of the world (Alma
13:3),⁶¹ the Day of Atonement imagery of garments being “washed
white through the blood of the Lamb” (Alma 13:11),⁶² angels being
sent to “all nations” (Alma 13:22),⁶³ judgment (Alma 13:29–30),⁶⁴ hell,
and the second death (Alma 13:29–30).⁶⁵ This puts the Melchizedek
passage in the Book of Mormon in tune with the angel mythology
presupposed by Hebrews. None of these themes elicited any notice in
Wright’s article.
The Afterlife and the Redeemer
The nature of life after this existence and the need for a redeemer
are further topics Charles explores: “The inhabitants of Sheol were
thought to be outside the interest and care of the Lord. Because the
afterlife was a dismal half-existence, Israelites expected to be rewarded for their righteousness or punished for their wickedness here
and now. The idea of a redeemer who would facilitate salvation in the
post-mortal realm is alien to this view” (p. 139).
Taking into account what we have seen of the activities of the Deuteronomists, it may not be wise to suppose that the received traditions
of the afterlife provide the whole story. Indeed, Charles’s own summary here has a recognizable Deuteronomist ﬂavor. In an important
book called Otherworld Journeys, Harvard-educated Carol Zaleski has
described near-death experience literature as appearing in a sine wave
fashion through history—at times accepted, at other times dismissed
and suppressed.⁶⁶ Indeed, there is evidence that deliberate suppression of teachings about the afterlife has occurred in the literatures of
59. Compare Barker, Great Angel, 4–8.
60. Compare ibid., 3, 219.
61. Compare ibid., 6–7.
62. Compare Barker, Gate of Heaven, 113–14.
63. Compare Barker, Great Angel, 6.
64. Compare ibid., 44–45.
65. Compare Barker, Revelation of Jesus Christ, 312–13.
66. Carol Zaleski, Otherworld Journeys: Accounts of Near-Death Experience in Medieval and Modern Times (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 184.
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ancient Israel. For example, in an article on “Jeremiah’s Prophecies
of Jesus Christ,” Tvedtnes cites an early Christian passage from Justin Martyr: “And again, from the sayings of the same Jeremiah these
have been cut out [by the Jews]: ‘The Lord God remembered His dead
people of Israel who lay in the graves; and He descended to preach to
them His own salvation.’”⁶⁷
My own essay “Nigh unto Death: NDE Research and the Book
of Mormon” shows that Book of Mormon teachings of the afterlife
come from Alma and that Alma teaches from experience, not from
tradition.⁶⁸ If Alma’s experiences are not comparable to any reported
in the current Old Testament, this in no way aﬀects the validity of his
own original teachings. His experiences can be tested in comparison
to other reports.
The Fall of Adam
In describing the fall and its relation to sin, Charles clariﬁes her
view: “In the Old Testament the Fall is never referred to after its ﬁrst
telling. Adam’s fall is not an explanation for humanity’s sinful state
because in the Old Testament men and women are not inherently sinful” (p. 139). In this case, Barker would agree with Charles. Indeed, in
The Lost Prophet, she takes pains to criticize the Adam and Eve story
for depicting humanity in general and Eve (woman) in particular as
the cause of evil.⁶⁹ She contrasts the story of the fall with the Enoch
accounts of the fallen angels, which make humanity the victims of
demonic forces rather than the source of evil.
Bruce Pritchett, a Latter-day Saint, sheds some light on literary
traditions of the fall:
Cassuto notes three important indications of a literary tradition of the fall, predating the Pentateuch: (1) there were Israelite epic poems about the fall in circulation before the Torah
was ever written; (2) the deﬁnite articles used before certain
67. Tvedtnes, Most Correct Book, 101.
68. Kevin Christensen, “Nigh unto Death: NDE Research and the Book of Mormon,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/1 (1993): 1–20.
69. Barker, Lost Prophet, 36–39.
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words in Genesis 3 point to an earlier version, since the text
mentions without prior introduction the tree of life and the
sword-ﬂame which turned every way, as if the audience were
already quite familiar with the particular tree and swordﬂame mentioned; and (3) Ezekiel 28:11–19 and 31:8–18 point
to an earlier interpretation of Adam’s fall which Ezekiel knew
of, diﬀerent from the Priestly interpretation of Genesis 3. Interestingly, Lehi’s reinterpretation of the fall account can also
be dated to roughly the time of Ezekiel. As we shall see below,
new interpretations of old Israelite traditions were a hallmark
of Lehi’s and Ezekiel’s time. . . .
Though there are numerous biblical passages that mention Adam, Eden, or various doctrinal points deriving from
the Paradise narrative, four biblical passages refer to the fall
account in ways that particularly illuminate Lehi’s doctrine:
Psalm 82:7, Hosea 6:7, Job 31:33, and Ezekiel 28:11–19.
As we shall see, three of these four scriptures (not Hosea
6:7) mention the fall of Adam in close connection with the
fall of Satan. Lehi’s discourse on the fall also notes this connection: “And I, Lehi, according to the things which I have
read, must needs suppose that an angel of God . . . had fallen
from heaven; wherefore, he became a devil, . . . [and] he said
unto Eve, . . . Partake of the forbidden fruit, and ye shall not
die, but ye shall be as God, knowing good and evil” (2 Nephi
2:17–18). However, many translators have tended to downplay
this connection and, indeed, any signiﬁcance Adam’s fall may
have had in the Old Testament. That position, however, does
not appear to be justiﬁed.
There may be more references to Adam in the Old Testament than are commonly noticed. Since, in Hebrew, <āƒām
can mean either “man” or the proper noun Adam, depending
on context, passages that may originally have had clear reference to Adam may have been translated as referring only to
man.⁷⁰
70. Bruce M. Pritchett, “Lehi’s Theology of the Fall in Its Preexilic/Exilic Context,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 3/2 (1994): 55, 58.

86 • THE FARMS REVIEW 16/2 (2004)

Notice that in her recent book Temple Theology, Barker makes a new
argument that “it may be that the familiar story of Eden originally described how the older priesthood had been expelled from their Eden
temple, and lost access to their tree of life. Adam was remembered as
the ﬁrst high priest, and Jesus was described as the new Adam.”⁷¹
The Need for Atonement
In accordance with the notion that people were not inherently
sinful, Charles asks, “What need then had this people for an atoner
to take away the eﬀects of Adam’s sin or their own?” (p. 139). This is a
good question, but a strange one to ask about a people whose central
temple rite was called the Day of Atonement. But as Barker has shown,
the Deuteronomists targeted the whole notion of atonement. And in
regard to the need for atonement, according to Barker’s reading, the
“role of the priest/the Lord was to hold his people together; this would
have been done by the priest absorbing the eﬀects of sin and repairing
the covenant bonds.”⁷²
Sherem as a Deuteronomist
Familiarity with Margaret Barker’s view of the Deuteronomist
reforms may solve another puzzle in the Book of Mormon. John L.
Sorenson presents a number of textual indications that Sherem was
an outsider to the Nephite community over which Jacob presided.⁷³
The text emphasizes that Sherem “came among” the Nephites (Jacob
7:1), that he was “learned, [and] that he had a perfect knowledge of the
language of the people” (Jacob 7:4). Additionally, within the young
community, with Jacob being a ﬁrst-generation immigrant and temple priest, Sherem and Jacob should have known each other had there
been no other people, yet the text shows plainly that they did not.⁷⁴
71. Margaret Barker, Temple Theology: An Introduction (London: SPCK, 2004), 4.
72. Margaret Barker, “Atonement: The Rite of Healing,” in Great High Priest, 17.
73. See John Sorenson, “When Lehi’s Party Arrived in the Land, Did They Find Others There?” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 1/1 (1992): 4.
74. Ibid., citing Jacob 7:6.
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On the other hand, John W. Welch has shown that Sherem preaches
the law of Moses, “which is the right way,” and accuses Jacob of blasphemy.⁷⁵ Why would an outsider be advocating adherence to the law
of Moses? But notice other speciﬁc charges that Sherem makes: that
Jacob converts the law “into the worship of a being which ye say shall
come many hundred years hence” (Jacob 7:7), that “no man knoweth
of such things; for he cannot tell of things to come” (Jacob 7:7), and
ﬁnally “that there is no Christ, neither has been, nor ever will be”
(Jacob 7:9). In response, Jacob emphasizes the scriptures concerning
the Christ to come, his own revelations on the subject, and the need
for an atonement (Jacob 7:11–12). Clearly, Sherem talks like a Deuteronomist,⁷⁶ just as Jacob talks like a First Temple priest.⁷⁷ Barker has
shown that even from the Bible the Deuteronomists favored the law
(Deuteronomy 4:6), they denounced the idea that anyone could know
the future, they explicitly rejected the notion of a Christ, an anointed
one, and they removed the Day of Atonement from the sacred calendar.⁷⁸ Brant Gardner has shown that the evils that Jacob preaches
against—acquisition of wealth, social inequality, and polygamy, and
“captivity of the daughters of my people”—all make excellent sense in
the context of Mesoamerican trade practices.⁷⁹
Where might we expect to ﬁnd a Deuteronomist in Mesoamerica?
My suggestion is that Sherem may have been a Mulekite trader. The
distance between the Nephite and Mulekite communities is reasonable. As one of the party who had accompanied Mulek from Jerusalem,
Sherem could easily have had direct knowledge of the Deuteronomist
theology. Being a ﬁrst-generation Hebrew and being very learned,
with “a perfect knowledge of the language of the people” (Jacob 7:4),
75. John W. Welch, “Finding Answers to B. H. Roberts’s Questions and an Unparallel” (FARMS paper, 1985), 16. Welch cites Jacob 7:7.
76. Alyson Von Feldt, a participant in the Barker seminar at BYU, independently
noticed in 2004 that Sherem could be a Deuteronomist.
77. See Christensen, “The Temple, the Monarchy, and Wisdom,” esp. 502–4.
78. Margaret Barker, “What Did King Josiah Reform?” in Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, 533.
79. See Brant Gardner, “A Social History of the Early Nephites” at www.fairlds.org/
pubs/conf/2001GarB.html (accessed 30 September 2004), discussing Jacob 1–2.
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he could have been much in demand in trade negotiations with the
Nephites. As a trader, Sherem would have wanted to undermine Jacob’s opposition to trade, and if he was a Deuteronomist, he would
have been even more opposed to Jacob’s theology.
Conclusion
If Margaret Barker is correct, there was a revolution in the understanding of the ancient Israelites. Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientiﬁc Revolutions features an intriguing chapter called “The Invisibility of Revolutions.” He outlines the factors of pedagogy and reframing
that would render the full implications of the Deuteronomist reforms
invisible to Charles and to those responsible for her indoctrination.
For reasons that are both obvious and highly functional, science textbooks (and too many of the older histories of science)
refer only to that part of the work of past scientists that can
easily be viewed as contributions to the statement and solution of the texts’ paradigm problems. Partly by selection and
partly by distortion, the scientists of earlier ages are implicitly
represented as having worked upon the same set of ﬁxed problems and in accordance with the same set of ﬁxed canons that
the most recent revolution in scientiﬁc theory and method
has made seem scientiﬁc. No wonder that textbooks and the
historical tradition they imply have to be rewritten after each
scientiﬁc revolution. And no wonder that, as they are rewritten, science once again comes to seem largely cumulative.⁸⁰
In The Risen Lord, Barker reports an example of this process in
Judaism:
J. Neusner, Incarnation, says that when the Jerusalem Talmud had taken shape within the Palestinian community it
had been addressing the threat of Christianity in the fourth
80. Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientiﬁc Revolutions, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), 138.
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century. The Judaic response to the Christian way of reading the Old Testament was “a counterpart exegesis,” p. 107.
The Jewish sages adapted the Scripture to their new situation.
When they “read and expounded Scripture it was to spell out
how one thing stood for something else. . . . The as-if frame of
mind brought to the Scripture renews Scripture with the sage
seeing everything with fresh eyes,” p. 125. Such studies should
make us less conﬁdent that it was the Christians who were “rereading” the Old Testament.⁸¹
In light of Barker’s work, the Latter-day Saint reading of the Old
Testament turns out to be rather remarkable. If Barker’s thesis is correct, then Charles was misinformed. On exactly those points on which
Charles asserts that Mormonism is irreconcilable with the Old Testament, Barker ﬁnds shifts in Israelite thought during the exile and beyond. At every point, the original picture corresponds to what we have
in the Book of Mormon. One might be so bold as to suggest that the
Latter-day Saint reading actually seems inspired. In making this suggestion, however, we must not forget that Charles’s experience raises
another serious question. Is it enough to have been taught correct
doctrines if you have not been prepared to defend those doctrines?
Granted, we have to do the best we can with the materials available
at any given time. If Charles ought not to be blamed for not having
had access to Barker, neither should those she criticized be blamed
for doing the best they could according to their light. Nevertheless,
if Mormon pedagogy fails to prepare some of our best students for
what they encounter in the universities, part of the blame may lie with
Mormon pedagogy. Our institutional teaching materials should be
valued, not solely according to whether they ﬁt a committee’s current
notion of preaching the orthodox religion, but also for how they provide the light and knowledge that our students need to make their way
through the world. Charles had correctly claimed that the Latter-day
Saint commentaries on the Old Testament had relied on an overlay of
modern revelation rather than on reading the text as it is. In the ﬁrst
81. Barker, Risen Lord, 58 n. 2.
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number of the Review of Books on the Book of Mormon, Louis Midgley
complained about the tendency of many Latter-day Saint scholars to
rely on authoritative statements about scripture in ways that “divert
attention away from the message and meaning in the text under consideration, and back towards what we already know. Such eﬀorts do
not enhance our understanding; they tend to make the very teachings they celebrate seem merely sentimental and insubstantial. Such
endeavors also tend to close the door on the untapped possibilities
within the scriptures.”⁸²
Barker’s approaches take us deeper into biblical texts and contexts
and providentially open doors to untapped possibilities in Latter-day
Saint scriptures, not only enhancing our understanding of them, but
also encouraging the ongoing process of exploration and rediscovery.

82. Louis Midgley, “Prophetic Messages or Dogmatic Theology? Commenting on the
Book of Mormon: A Review Essay,” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 1 (1989): 95.

REINVENTING THE BOOK OF MORMON
John A. Tvedtnes
John A. Tvedtnes (two MAs, University of Utah) is a senior
resident scholar with the Institute for the Study and Preservation
of Ancient Religious Texts at Brigham Young University.

F

ollowing close on the heels of a number of articles responding to
DNA issues raised by such people as Thomas Murphy, Brent Metcalfe, and Simon Southerton,¹ Sunstone magazine, in its March 2004
number, published some articles designed to refute the former.²
Brent Metcalfe’s article on “Reinventing Lamanite Identity” drew
my attention because I found his discussions of what he has termed a
Galileo event and of Lamanite DNA too restrictive. This latest article
also seems rather strange in that he cites Book of Mormon passages
that suggest (to me, at least) the exact opposite of what he claims.
“Principal Ancestors”
Metcalfe begins by quoting from the Book of Mormon introduction: “The Lamanites . . . are the principal ancestors of the American
Indians.” To be sure, he couches it in terms of what “most Mormons
likely believe,” but why cite the passage without noting that the Review
articles he attempts to refute have pointed out that the introduction is
1. See FARMS Review 15/2 (2003): 25–197.
2. See Sunstone, March 2004, 19–45.

Review of Brent Lee Metcalfe. “Reinventing Lamanite Identity.”
Sunstone, March 2004, 20–25.
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a modern statement and therefore not part of the canon itself? Popular beliefs, longstanding or otherwise, cannot supercede scripture.
Continuing, Metcalfe claims that a majority of Latter-day Saints
hold this belief oblivious to the fact that over the last few decades LDS scholars at Brigham Young University and elsewhere have substantially altered this traditional view.
Findings from multidisciplinary studies of the Book of
Mormon have increasingly led LDS scholars to shrink and
dilute the book’s American Israelite (or Amerisraelite) population. Apologetic scholars now recognize³ (1) that Book of
Mormon events could not have spanned North, Central, and
South America, and (2) that modern Amerindians are predominantly of East Asian ancestry. (p. 20)
As should be clear, the limited geography view did not come about
“over the past few decades” but actually began more than a century ago.⁴
Elder Dallin H. Oaks of the Quorum of the Twelve noted in 1993 that he
had been taught this view while attending BYU in the 1950s.⁵ It had been
taught in the Department of Archaeology at BYU even before that time
and was the accepted view of the University Archaeology Society—later
renamed the Society for Early Historic Archaeology—long headquartered at BYU. But antecedents go back even farther.⁶
In 1917, L. E. Hills of Independence, Missouri, a member of the
RLDS Church, published a map in which he placed the hill Cumo3. The use of the word now makes it seem that “apologetic scholars” have come up
with the idea only because there is much evidence against the Book of Mormon.
4. See Matthew Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors: Book of Mormon Peoples and PreColumbian Populations,” FARMS Review 15/2 (2003): 91–128; and Roper, “Limited Geography and the Book of Mormon: Historical Antecedents and Early Interpretations,” in
this number of the FARMS Review, pages 225–75.
5. Elder Dallin H. Oaks, “The Historicity of the Book of Mormon,” in Historicity
and the Latter-day Saint Scriptures, ed. Paul Y. Hoskisson (Provo, UT: BYU Religious
Studies Center, 2001), 238–39. This talk was ﬁrst given at a Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies dinner in Provo, Utah, on 29 October 1993. See the discussion in Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors,” 92–93.
6. For a survey of the various suggested models of Book of Mormon geography,
see John L. Sorenson, The Geography of Book of Mormon Events: A Source Book, 2nd ed.
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 1992).
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rah at Teotihuacán, a short distance northeast of Mexico City. He also
considered the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to be the narrow neck of land
separating the land northward from the land southward, meaning
that most of the story of the Book of Mormon would have taken place
in Mesoamerica, largely in southern Mexico and Guatemala.⁷
A number of Latter-day Saint researchers subsequently came to
similar conclusions. In 1927, Janne M. Sjodahl proposed the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec, in southern Mexico, as the narrow neck of land mentioned
in the Book of Mormon (although he still held a hemispheric view of
Book of Mormon geography).⁸ Beginning in 1937, Jesse A. Washburn
and Jesse N. Washburn suggested that the Nephites and Lamanites lived
in Mesoamerica.⁹ The idea was taken up by Thomas Stuart Ferguson¹⁰
and ultimately acknowledged by Sidney B. Sperry in 1964.¹¹ But it had
been taught at Brigham Young University since the mid-1940s by such
archaeologists as M. Wells Jakeman, Ross T. Christensen, Bruce W.
Warren, and John L. Sorenson. Fletcher B. Hammond based his 1959
book, Geography of the Book of Mormon, on a Mesoamerican setting.¹²
But even these writers were latecomers compared to B. H. Roberts, who,
in 1895, acknowledged Mexico as the region in which many important
Book of Mormon events took place.¹³
7. Louis E. Hills, A Short Work on the Geography of Mexico and Central America
from 2234 B.C. to 421 A.D. (Independence, MO: Hills, 1917), 2–3.
8. Janne M. Sjodahl, An Introduction to the Study of the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake
City: Deseret News Press, 1927), 368; see also 414, 417, 424–26.
9. Jesse A. Washburn and Jesse N. Washburn, From Babel to Cumorah: A Story of the
Book of Mormon, 3rd ed. (1937; repr., Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1944); Jesse A. Washburn and Jesse N. Washburn, An Approach to the Study of Book of Mormon Geography
(Provo, UT: New Era, 1939); Jesse N. Washburn, Book of Mormon Guidebook (privately
published, 1968).
10. Thomas Stuart Ferguson, Cumorah—Where? (Independence, MO: Zion’s Printing and Publishing, 1947).
11. Sperry passed out a handout in a Religion 622 class on 31 March 1964, which appeared as “Were There Two Cumorahs?” in Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 4/1 (1995):
260–68.
12. Fletcher B. Hammond, Geography of the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Utah
Printing, 1959).
13. B. H. Roberts, A New Witness for God (Salt Lake City: Cannon and Sons, 1895),
3:502–3.
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Interpreting the Text
Metcalfe’s interpretation of the Book of Mormon reﬂects a number of traditional ideas about the text that derive not from the record
itself but from interpretations of the text by ethnocentric readers.
Thus most Latter-day Saints likely see the fulﬁllment of prophecies
by Lehi and Nephi in the arrival of European explorers and settlers
to the territory covered by the United States of America.¹⁴ Therefore,
Columbus, the Pilgrim fathers, and others are often understood to
be the subjects of those ancient prophecies, despite the fact that Columbus never set foot in North America and that the Massachusetts
Pilgrims were but a fraction of the many people from diﬀerent parts
of Europe who settled North, Central, and South America. Even those
passages often thought to refer to the oppression of Native Americans
by the U.S. government and its people could refer to other parts of the
New World (see, for example, 1 Nephi 13:14, 30–31; 22:7–8; 2 Nephi
1:11). Native Americans were persecuted and driven out of their lands
throughout the Americas, and persecution continued into the twentieth century in places such as Mexico, Brazil, and Chile. The United
States of America was neither the only nation that conﬁned these natives to reservations nor the only New World nation that broke its ties
to its European rulers. So while some of those prophecies may include
the United States, this is not the only possible meaning.
According to Metcalfe, “In his treatment of Lehi’s prophetic
promise, Matthew Roper neglects this eschatological context of Amerisraelites being scattered and smitten by Gentiles” (p. 24 n. 14).¹⁵ In fact,
14. Typical of such views are Mark E. Petersen, The Great Prologue (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1975); and E. Douglas Clark, The Grand Design: America from Columbus
to Zion (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1992). The former was written to commemorate
the bicentennial of the United States of America in 1976, the latter to commemorate the
500th anniversary of Columbus’s ﬁrst voyage to the New World.
15. Metcalfe repeats the argument in note 25 (p. 24). He argues that the 1845 Proclamation issued by the Twelve and mentioning “the tribes and remnants of Israel (the
Indians)” (p. 23) had been prepared “in accordance with divine directive,” noting that
“Wilford Woodruﬀ alluded to this revelation when he wrote that the Proclamation fulﬁlled an express commandment of God” (p. 25 n. 33). The commandment to prepare the
Proclamation, recorded in History of the Church, 4:274, was the revelation, not the Proclamation itself.
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Roper was dealing with the text rather than modern interpretations
thereof, while Metcalfe, seemingly unaware of how Native Americans
outside the United States were treated by European settlers, buys into
an ethnocentric interpretation that Roper avoids.
Metcalfe assigns a diﬀerent meaning to Book of Mormon passages
used by Latter-day Saint scholars to demonstrate that the peoples described therein lived in a relatively small region known as Mesoamerica
and that there were other peoples of unknown origin living in the land.
How can this be? Can the same passages really be used as evidence for
and against the Book of Mormon or the limited geography theory?
“Our Brethren”
Metcalfe’s ﬁrst example derives from Alma 31:35, where Alma
prays for the Zoramites, saying, “O Lord, their souls are precious, and
many of them are our brethren.” While some understand this to mean
that “many” but not all the Zoramites were of Israelite descent, Metcalfe argues that this “interpretation is unsound” (p. 20). He points
out that the printer’s manuscript and the 1830 edition of the Book of
Mormon use the term near brethren, which he interprets as meaning that “‘many’—but not all—of the Zoramites were close relatives of
Alma and some of his companions” (p. 21). To illustrate that the term
near denotes a close relative, he cites Alma 10:7, where Amulek speaks
of “journeying to see a very near kindred” (p. 21). On the surface, this
seems plausible, but there are factors that Metcalfe does not consider.
The ﬁrst is that Amulek used the term very near in reference to his
relative, not merely near, as in Alma’s prayer for the Zoramites.
Assuming that Alma uttered his prayer in Hebrew,¹⁶ what words
would he have used? A check of occurrences of the term near kin in
the Bible shows that, in Leviticus 18:12–13, 17; 20:19, the King James
Version (KJV) actually translates a single Hebrew word, rav (še’ēr),
which really means “ﬂesh,” as near kinswoman, the way it is translated
16. Some assume that the Nephites used only “reformed Egyptian,” although the
term is used only in reference to the abridgment plates prepared by Mormon and used
also by Moroni. Indeed, Moroni indicates that Hebrew, the native tongue of the Israelites,
was still used in his day (Mormon 9:32–33).
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in most Old Testament passages. KJV’s near kin in Leviticus 18:6 employs two Hebrew words (rav, še’ēr, and rcb, bāśār), but both of them
mean “ﬂesh.”¹⁷
So in all these examples, the Hebrew text does not contain a word
meaning “near,” thus invalidating Metcalfe’s citation of some of the
biblical passages (p. 24 nn. 9–10). However, the word near (Hebrew
bwrq, qārōb) does appear with rav (še’ēr) in Leviticus 21:2, which KJV
renders his kin that is near unto him, while the word bwrq (qārōb) alone
is rendered near of kin in 2 Samuel 19:42 and Ruth 2:20 and kin in
Leviticus 25:25.¹⁸ Other occurrences of near kinsman or next kinsmen
in the book of Ruth (Ruth 2:20; 3:9, 12 KJV) derive from the term lag
(gō’ēl), which alludes to a clan member with speciﬁc obligations and
not to kinsmen in general. In these passages, the Hebrew employs a
single word, without an additional word suggesting the near of the
KJV, and it is interesting that elsewhere KJV renders that term kinsman without the word near (Ruth 3:13; 4:1, 3, 6, 8, 14). The term near
kinsman of Ruth 3:12 KJV is a translation of the single word gō’ēl while
kinsman nearer in the same verse is the only time we ﬁnd both gō’ēl
and qārōb together. Had there not been the necessity of comparison,
the word nearer would not have been used. Dropping the word near
in Alma 10:7 in post-1830 editions of the Book of Mormon actually
produces a better correspondence to the normal Hebrew usage.
How proper is it to assume that “many” of the Zoramites were
“close relatives” to Alma and his missionary companions? These companions included two of Alma’s sons, three of the sons of King Mosiah, and two of the men Alma had converted in the city of Ammonihah (Alma 31:6–7). Does Alma’s use of the term brethren (or even
near brethren) really imply close family members? To this, we must
add that the Nephites often termed the Lamanites brethren,¹⁹ so one
17. The second of these is rendered “kin” in Leviticus 25:49.
18. See also Numbers 27:11: “And if his father have no brethren, then ye shall give his
inheritance unto his kinsman that is next to him,” which employs the same two words.
19. See the discussion in John A. Tvedtnes, “The Charge of ‘Racism’ in the Book of
Mormon,” FARMS Review 15/2 (2003): especially 185 n. 6, in which the Book of Mormon
passages are listed. Signiﬁcantly, the vast majority of the passages that refer to the Lamanites as “brethren” are in portions of the Book of Mormon that predate the coming of
Christ and the union of the Nephites and Lamanites that took place at that time.
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would expect that there were others who were not descendants of the
Mulekite and Lehite migrants.²⁰
The “Land of Promise”
Metcalfe cites 2 Nephi 1:8–9, where Lehi declares that “it is wisdom that this land should be kept as yet from the knowledge of other
nations. . . . I, Lehi, have obtained a promise that inasmuch as those
whom the Lord God shall bring out of the land of Jerusalem shall
keep his commandments, they shall prosper upon the face of this
land; and they shall be kept from all other nations, that they may possess this land unto themselves.” This, Metcalfe believes, indicates that
“a careful reading of the Book of Mormon reveals that the narrative
says nothing of indigenous ‘others’ and in fact prophetically precludes
them” (p. 21). By contrast, Sorenson and Roper have used Lehi’s words
to demonstrate that there must have been others, both because the
Lord would yet “bring [people] out of the land of Jerusalem” and because the Lord was no longer bound to provide the promised isolation
from other nations since Lehi’s older sons did not keep his commandments.²¹ One must also note that Metcalfe seems to be reading the
term land as if it referred to the entire New World. But people like the
Nephites, coming from a Hebrew-speaking environment, would have
understood it quite diﬀerently. The most common “land” mentioned
in the Bible is the land promised to Abraham, which covers a relatively
small territory at the east end of the Mediterranean Sea. One need not
expect that the land promised to Lehi was any larger than the land of
Israel from which he had migrated. Moreover, in the Book of Mormon
20. I have proposed elsewhere that the tribal aﬃliations of Book of Mormon peoples
remained part of their culture even during times when various peoples merged. This does
not preclude the adoption of other peoples into these cultures. Thus, the Zoramites whom
Alma and his companions sought to recover (they being “dissenters from the Nephites,”
Alma 31:8) may have been descendants of the original Zoramites (Jacob 1:13) as well as
others who merged with them. See John A. Tvedtnes, “Book of Mormon Tribal Aﬃliation
and Military Castes,” in Warfare in the Book of Mormon, ed. Stephen D. Ricks and William J. Hamblin (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1990), 296–326.
21. For this and related evidences, see John L. Sorenson and Matthew Roper, “Before
DNA,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2004): 6–23.
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the term land most frequently denotes the territory immediately surrounding the city from which the land derives its name.²²
Over time, the Lehite land would have expanded with migration.
Thus Mosiah₁ led the Nephites who would follow him from the land
of Nephi to the land of Zarahemla, where they merged with another
group. The Nephites and the “people of Zarahemla” spread out to adjacent lands and only later in their history moved into the “land northward.” Evidence suggests that they did not inhabit any part of what
is now the United States, though some archaeological evidence demonstrates that Mesoamerican peoples moved into the Mississippi and
Ohio river valleys and the American Southwest in post–Book of Mormon times. Thus Lehi could have descendants even among the mostly
Asiatic inhabitants of the Americas. Metcalfe cites Joseph Smith’s
statement that “our western tribes of Indians are des[c]endants from
that Joseph that was sold into Egypt” (p. 22). The passage seems to
suggest that Native Americans in the eastern part of the United States
were not descendants of Book of Mormon peoples. If so, this would
conﬁrm the archaeological evidence regarding the settlement pattern
of Mesoamericans in parts of the United States.
Genealogical References
Metcalfe notes that some individuals named in the Book of Mormon claimed descent from speciﬁc predecessors, such as Lehi, Nephi,
Ishmael, Zarahemla, Mulek, and Zedekiah. He takes this as evidence
that all of them claimed Israelite ancestry. Not excluding this possibility, some Latter-day Saint scholars who have written on this subject,
however, cite these same passages as evidence that there were, in fact,
other peoples in the New World; otherwise, there would be no need
for these individuals to specify their ancestry (Mosiah 17:2; Alma
10:3; preface to 3 Nephi; 3 Nephi 5:20; Mormon 1:5; 8:13).
Metcalfe notes that Jacob was the ﬁrst to make distinctions between Nephites and Lamanites—he indicated the groups of which
22. See the discussion in John A. Tvedtnes, “Cities and Lands in the Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 4/2 (1995): 147–50.
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each was composed and demonstrated that all these subgroups were
named from people (most of them Lehi’s sons) who, according to the
record of Jacob’s brother Nephi, accompanied Lehi to the New World.
This, he suggests, demonstrates that all these people “are universally
described by Book of Mormon narrators as Israelite” (p. 21).²³ Yet he
does not attempt to explain why Jacob described Sherem by saying
“there came a man among the people of Nephi” (Jacob 7:1), which
seems to describe an outsider.²⁴ The fact that Jacob describes him as
one who “was learned, that he had a perfect knowledge of the language
of the people” (Jacob 7:4), might be another clue suggesting Sherem’s
outsider status. No one would be surprised that a Nephite knew his
people’s language, but an outsider would have to become “learned” in
order to know how to address the people.
Metcalfe refers to Ammoron’s claims of being a Zoramite and
a Lamanite, but his quotation of the passage leaves out a crucial
word—now. “I am Ammoron, and a descendant of Zoram, whom
your fathers pressed and brought out of Jerusalem. And behold now,
I am a bold Lamanite” (Alma 54:23–24). Since the Zoramites were
originally part of the people of Nephi (see Jacob 1:13), the defection
of Amalickiah and his brother Ammoron to the Lamanites (over
whom they reigned as kings) makes them Lamanites.²⁵ Sorenson and
Roper have argued that this is another piece of evidence that terms
like Nephites, people of Nephi, and Lamanites need not refer to literal
descendants and that this would allow for alliances with groups not
speciﬁcally named in the Book of Mormon. Metcalfe counters by
noting that the Nephites did not apply the name Lamanite to the
“people of Zarahemla” mentioned in Omni 1:14 (p. 21). From this
23. Actually, the term Israelite never appears in the text of the Book of Mormon, and
those who mention their genealogy in the book use other terms, usually their immediate
tribal aﬃliation or descent.
24. For a discussion of this and related issues, see John L. Sorenson, “When Lehi’s
Party Arrived in the Land, Did They Find Others There?” Journal of Book of Mormon
Studies 1/1 (1992): 1–34.
25. Tvedtnes, “Tribal Aﬃliation,” 306, suggests that the Zoramites who became Lamanites (Alma 43:4) after dissenting from the Nephite religion were descendants of the
Zoramites of Jacob’s time, whom he subsumed under the term Nephites.
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single snapshot in the millennium-long history covered by the Book
of Mormon, Metcalfe suggests that this was always their practice. He
does not note that this passage described events that occurred long
before the great dissensions and divisions that plagued the Nephites
and even much longer before the abolition of the “-ites” (4 Nephi
1:17) marked the union of all the followers of Christ.
Another factor to consider is that the group known as “Gadianton’s robbers and murderers” (Helaman 6:18), who comprised both
Nephite and Lamanite dissenters (including Zoramites), could have
included other native peoples (3 Nephi 1:27–30). From 3 Nephi 3:3, it
is clear that, in the years following Christ’s visit, the Gadianton band
did not consider themselves to be Nephites. In form, Gadianton appears to be a Jaredite name based on the same pattern as Morianton
(Ether 1:22–23) and contains the -ian pattern found in Jaredite names
such as Coriantor (Ether 1:6–7), Coriantum (Ether 1:13–14, 27–28),
Coriantumr (Ether 8:4; 12:1), Moriancumer (Ether 2:13), and Ripliancum (Ether 15:8).²⁶
Nephite Ethnocentrism
Sorenson has maintained that the Book of Mormon is a lineage
history and that, as such, it has very little to say about other peoples
who lived in the region. Indeed, it only mentions the Lamanites in
connection with their relationship with the Nephites (e.g., in wars and
missionary eﬀorts).²⁷ The ethnocentricity of the Nephites is demon26. Some Jaredite names were used by the Nephites and Lamanites and may have
come via the Mulekites. Among the ones that have the -ian pattern are Corianton, son
of Alma (Alma 31:7; 49:30), and a Nephite named Morianton who founded a city that
bore his name (Alma 50:25–36; 51:1). Compare the Lamanite military leader Coriantumr
(Helaman 1:15). See John A. Tvedtnes, “A Phonemic Analysis of Nephite and Jaredite
Proper Names,” Newsletter and Proceedings of the Society for Early Historic Archaeology
141 (December 1977): 1–8.
27. See, for example, John L. Sorenson’s article “Book of Mormon Peoples,” in the
Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 1:91, where he writes: “The Book of Mormon—a religiously
oriented lineage history—is primarily a record of events kept by and centrally involving
the Nephites. Since the account was written from the perspective of this people (actually,
of its leaders), all other groups are understood and represented from the point of view of
Nephite elites. There are only fragments in the Nephite record that indicate directly the
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strated in a number of ways, many of which have been discussed by
Sorenson. One that has received little attention concerns toponymns
used in the Book of Mormon. Except for a few set oﬀ by terms such
as “they [the Jaredites] called the name of the place,” almost all the
names of Jaredite sites mentioned in the book of Ether were Nephite
names. This suggests that Moroni deliberately changed the Jaredite
place-names to their Nephite equivalents, except for Old World sites
(e.g., Moriancumer and Zerin) and New World sites with which Moroni was unfamiliar.²⁸
The phenomenon is also known from the history of the city and
land of Nephi, named after the ﬁrst Nephi (2 Nephi 5:8). In the time of
Mosiah₁, the righteous Nephites abandoned their ﬁrst city, and it was
subsequently taken over by the Lamanites (Omni 1:12–13). A generation later, Zeniﬀ returned to the land of his fathers with a group of
Nephites and convinced the Lamanite king to allow them to resettle
the city of Nephi (Omni 1:27–30; Mosiah 7:9, 13, 21; 9:1–10). At this
point, the Book of Mormon calls the place “the land of Lehi-Nephi”
and “the city of Lehi-Nephi” (Mosiah 7:1–4, 21; 9:6–8). This might
be because the Lamanites, after taking over the region, changed the
name from “Nephi” to “Lehi,” not wanting to perpetuate the name of
the hated leader of the people who bore his name. Thus, while the Zeniﬀ colony remained in the land, they called the place “Lehi-Nephi,”
while subsequent Book of Mormon writers reverted to the name “Nephi.” It seems unlikely that the Lamanites would have used that name,
so the ethnocentricity of the Nephite record could have led its scribes
to employ the original name.
Based on a handful of Book of Mormon individuals who mention their ancestry, Metcalfe writes that “when ancestry is identiﬁed,
all post-Jaredite peoples—Nephites and non-Nephites, good and
bad, groups and individuals—consistently trace their pedigree back
to the founding Israelite immigrants” (p. 21). One of his examples is
perspectives of other groups, or even of Nephite commoners.” See also John L. Sorenson,
An Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
FARMS, 1985), 50–56.
28. See Tvedtnes, “Phonemic Analysis,” 1–8.
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the “Nephite dissident Coriantumr [who] ‘was [also] a descendant
of Zarahemla’ (Hel. 1:15)” (p. 21). Metcalfe did not note that this
“post-Jaredite” man bore a Jaredite name.²⁹ Indeed, this man with
the Jaredite name is said to be “a descendant of Zarahemla . . . a dissenter from among the Nephites” who led a Lamanite army against
the Nephites (Helaman 1:14–32). The story clearly shows that one’s
tribal aﬃliation could be changed. Indeed, the Lamanites converted
by the sons of Mosiah adopted the name “Anti-Nephi-Lehies” to distinguish them from unconverted Lamanites (Alma 23:17).
Another example of this tribal switching occurs with the sons of
the priests of the (presumably Nephite) King Noah, who deserted their
wives and subsequently married Lamanite women (Mosiah 20:1–5);
they were ultimately incorporated into the Lamanite empire under
their leader, Amulon (Mosiah 23:30–39). We subsequently read “that
those who were the children of Amulon and his brethren, who had
taken to wife the daughters of the Lamanites, were displeased with
the conduct of their fathers, and they would no longer be called by the
names of their fathers, therefore they took upon themselves the name
of Nephi, that they might be called the children of Nephi and be numbered among those who were called Nephites” (Mosiah 25:12). These
were the deserted children of the priests of Noah who had come to the
city of Zarahemla with Ammon and Limhi, so they had been born
before their fathers took Lamanite wives. If they had already been
Nephites during the time of Noah, one might wonder why they would
want to “be called the children of Nephi” under King Mosiah₂. Were
these Amulonites an outside group who joined with the Nephites in
the land of Nephi and subsequently came to be known as Nephites? It
is clear that their half-brothers, the children of Amulon and the other
priests by their Lamanite wives, later became leaders in the Lamanite
army but still bore the name “Amulonites.”³⁰
29. Cf. Ether 8:4. The last Jaredite king bore the name Coriantumr (Omni 1:21; frequently mentioned in chapters 12–15 of Ether).
30. The sons of Mosiah had no success in converting these people (Alma 21:2–4;
23:14; 24:1, 28–29).
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Idolatry
A look at Book of Mormon passages that mention idols and idolatry is also helpful in determining whether there were other peoples in
the land. We read, for example, of unnamed people in Jacob’s time who
worshipped idols (2 Nephi 9:37). The Lamanites to whom the sons of
Ammon went as missionaries are said to have worshipped idols (Alma
17:15), while others in Alma’s day worshipped idols (Alma 7:6). The
Zoramites of Alma’s time also began worshipping idols (Alma 31:1).
Later, wicked Nephites made idols (Helaman 6:31). In Mormon’s day,
idolatry was still known among the Lamanites (Mormon 4:21).
How did idolatry replace the worship of Israel’s God among these
Book of Mormon peoples? It seems unlikely that they would replace
God with idols of stone or other materials. According to the Bible,
some ancient Israelites also worshipped idols, but we know where they
got the idea. The Israelites whom Moses led out of Egypt turned to the
worship of a golden calf, undoubtedly inﬂuenced by the idolatry of
their former Egyptian masters. Similarly, some of the Israelites who
settled the land of Canaan adopted the idols of their neighbors. The
point is that it seems odd that a people would gravitate from belief
in a creator-god to the worship of things made with their own hands
without outside inﬂuence. This alone suggests the presence of other
peoples in the New World who were idolaters.
The DNA Issue
Metcalfe declares that “DNA analyses . . . establish an Asian, not
Middle Eastern, genetic signature for the overwhelming majority of
Amerindians” (p. 20). Since the sampling done to date has not been
random³¹ and has included only a few thousand people from Alaska
and Canada to the tip of South America, it can hardly be said that “the
31. See the discussion by Peter N. Jones of the Bäuu Institute, in his “American Indian
Demographic History and Cultural Aﬃliation: A Discussion of Certain Limitations on
the Use of mtDNA and Y Chromosome Testing,” AnthroGlobe Journal, September 2002,
posted to the Bäuu Institute Web site, www.bauuinstitute.com/Articles/JonesmtDNA
.pdf (accessed 29 November 2004).
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overwhelming majority of Amerindians” have any particular genetic
signature. To be sure, most Native Americans sampled to date fall into
one of four mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) haplogroups,³² which are
also known (though in lesser frequency) from living Asiatic peoples.
But there are other mtDNA haplogroups found among Native Americans, including X, which is mostly attested in Europe and the Middle
East (and more recently detected at low frequency among the Altai of
southern Siberia), and N, whose origin is presently unknown. Even
more important is the fact that DNA from Native American skeletal
remains has disclosed haplogroups other than these.
Metcalfe incorrectly writes that “Many LDS apologists envision
the Book of Mormon’s founding Israelite colonists as a small group
who interacted in varying degrees with the vast indigenous populations of Mesoamerica. In time, sustained widespread exogamy with
these ‘others’ eﬀectively extinguished the Israelites’ unique Middle
Eastern genetic signature” (p. 20). There are several things wrong with
this. First, since we don’t know what ancient Israelite DNA looked
like, there is no way to say that a “unique Middle Eastern genetic signature” was lost. Even more important is the fact that bottlenecks do,
in fact, cause the loss of genetic markers and have, in the case of Native Americans, resulted in modern populations not having the same
distribution as ancient skeletal remains from the same region.
Population studies employ two types of DNA. The ﬁrst is mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA), passed by a mother to all her oﬀspring, but
which only her daughters can pass to the next generation. The other
is Y-chromosome DNA, which is passed from father to son. If you go
back six generations, at a time when you have six generations, you will
ﬁnd that you have 32 male ancestors and 32 female ancestors. Of your
32 female sixth-generation ancestors, only one will have passed her
mtDNA to you, uniquely in the female line. If you are a male, your
Y-chromosome comes from only one of your 32 sixth-generation male
32. Mitochondrial DNA is passed by a mother to all her children, so those falling within
a given haplogroup can be said to be related through a female line, even if distantly.
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ancestors. That means that 62 of your sixth-generation ancestors contributed nothing to your mtDNA and Y-chromosome DNA.
When it comes to nuclear DNA (nDNA), we each inherit half from
our mother and half from our father. That means that, on average, we receive a fourth of our nDNA from each grandparent, an eighth from each
great-grandparent, and so on. Through a process known as recombination, it is possible for one of your parents to pass on more nDNA from one
of your grandparents than from that grandparent’s spouse. Over time, it
is possible that some of your ancestors will not have passed on any of their
DNA to you, but they remain your ancestors nonetheless.
Summary
Metcalfe writes that “these apologetic eﬀorts to reinvent Lamanite
identity face some formidable challenges” (p. 20). But the challenges
are not as daunting as he believes, and his simplistic and cavalier dismissal of Latter-day Saint scholarship on issues such as these is unworthy of his intellect.
An editorial introduction entitled “Reframing the Book of Mormon” (p. 19) precedes the Sunstone articles on this subject, including
that of Metcalfe. Clearly based on misinformation, it declares:
In the wake of this new attention, LDS scholars, particularly
those at FARMS and BYU, have scrambled to educate lay
Latter-day Saints on where Book of Mormon studies currently
stand. For the past twenty-ﬁve years or so, believing Book of
Mormon theorists have been steadily attempting to work out
the details of a new paradigm for the Book of Mormon—one
that shifts Book of Mormon events from a full hemisphere to a
limited-geography model. . . . In other words, instead of Book
of Mormon events taking place in North America (the land
northward), South America (the land southward) and Central America (with the Isthmus of Panama being the “narrow
neck of land”) as had traditionally been envisioned, scholars
now suggest the Book of Mormon took place in a relatively
small locale in Mesoamerica.
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Employing (as had Metcalfe) the word now suggests recent developments, reinforced by the words “the past twenty-ﬁve years or so.”
“Or so” comes to more than a century of discussions on the matter.
Indeed, articles published in the church’s Times and Seasons in 1842
indicated that the Nephites lived in the region of Guatemala, as Sorenson and Roper have noted.³³

33. Sorenson and Roper, “Before DNA,” 10, and related notes.
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R

obert Pate’s Mapping the Book of Mormon represents a monumental amount of sincere and well-intentioned eﬀort. Had such
eﬀort been coupled with linguistic skills, which the author freely admits he lacks, it might have been a very signiﬁcant work. While Pate
raises a number of very intriguing points that could serve as the basis
for further fruitful research, these interesting details are overshadowed by the lack of rigorous scholarship and numerous errors in linguistic interpretation.
Pate begins with the premise that “to trace languages that have
endured, and the endurance of the place-names found in the Book of
Mormon and in other historical records” is a legitimate and worthwhile area of research in determining the location of events and places
mentioned in the scriptural record (p. 2). This is certainly an intriguing approach to the problem of situating Book of Mormon events in
their proper historic and geographic settings. This approach has not as
yet been adequately explored, however, because the necessary tools to
carry out such a line of research are dauntingly diﬃcult to master by
Review of Robert A. Pate. Mapping the Book of Mormon: A Comprehensive Geography of Nephite America. Salt Lake City: Pate Family, 2002. xvi + 509 pp., with appendixes, references, and indexes.
$19.95.
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any one person. The author utilizes dictionaries and place-names from
a broad range of disparate languages including Hebrew, Egyptian, Sumerian, Akkadian, Phoenician, Arabic, Chinese, Maya, Nahuatl, and
Mixe-Zoque. Pate is absolutely correct that acquaintance with many,
if not all, of these languages would be essential to a thorough linguistic analysis of the place-names and vocabulary mentioned in the Book
of Mormon text. Yet the author has set for himself an impossible task,
considering his lack of expertise with these languages.
My own limited ﬁeld of work is in the area of highland Maya languages, of which there are at least thirty-two. Each of these is really a
separate language within the larger family of Maya languages—something like Spanish, French, Portuguese, and Italian, which are somewhat related based on common roots but are certainly not mutually
intelligible. I work with three highland Maya languages (K’iche’, Kaqchikel, and Tz’utujil). This does not, however, qualify me to work seriously in any of the other twenty-nine Maya dialects. Considering the
scope of the task that Pate sets for himself, it is little wonder that he
did not, and could not, succeed in his goal of tracing etymological
connections from New World tongues to various Old World language
sources. By his own refreshingly frank admission, he is not familiar
with the fundamental structure of any of them. His expertise is in
Spanish, which can be of little use to him in this eﬀort. He therefore
relies purely on dictionaries, including one that I prepared in the
K’iche’-Maya language, to compare place-names and words based on
their apparent similarity in sound. Without a strong understanding
of vocabulary and the way that languages work, however, dictionaries
are of little real value in comparative studies.
A good example of the linguistic quagmire in which the author
sometimes founders may be seen in his analysis of the place known
as Pa Çivan, one of the names for the legendary place of origin for the
Highland Maya people of Guatemala mentioned in the Popol Vuh.
Pate writes:
Civán is usually translated as the number “seven” and also as
“canyon.” Our English number seven goes back through Old

PATE, MAPPING THE BOOK OF MORMON (CHRISTENSON) • 109

English (seofon) and Old High German (sibun), bypassing the
Latin (septem) and Greek (hepta) to the Hebrew sheb-aw’. . . .
Is there a land named Seven or Civán, and if so, where is
it? In Infobase’s Hebrew Lexicon, the number seven is shba or
shebaw’ which in the English biblical rendition is sheba as in
the Queen of Sheba. Thus it appears Lehi’s family may have
set sail from the land of Sheba, not, as some have postulated,
from Oman. (p. 47)
Pate’s tortuous path from the Maya Pa Çiván to the somewhat similarsounding land of Sheba begins with a fundamental mistake in his
interpretation of ancient Maya texts. The K’iche’-Maya name Çivan
(Siwan in modern orthography) does not mean “seven” at all but “canyon” or “ravine.” Pate’s confusion comes from the fact that in several
ancient texts this place is called Wuqub’ Siwan (Seven Canyons/Ravines). Wuqub’ (seven) certainly bears no relationship whatsoever in
sound or linguistic origin to Sheba.
One of the primary focuses of Pate’s book is his identiﬁcation of
the ancient ruins of Kaminaljuyú in Guatemala with the Nephite city
of Ammonihah:
If one makes an eﬀort to pronounce that name with the appropriate Spanish twist, it comes out something close to Kami-nal-who-you. Dropping the leading K, which may have
been nothing more than an orthographer’s way of spelling
the sound associated with a glottal closure on a leading a,
the sound is A-mi-nal-who-you. And, given the tendencies
in Mesoamerican orthography as discussed previously, this
sound is very close to Ammonihah. (p. 55)
Much of the geographic orientation of Pate’s proposed Book of Mormon map is derived from this identiﬁcation. The ruins of Kaminaljuyú
are certainly of the proper date to qualify as a Book of Mormon community, its major occupation dating from approximately 400 BC–
AD 400. But the identiﬁcation based on the name itself is wholly improper. Kaminaljuyú is a straightforward K’iche’-Maya language
name meaning “hill of the dead.” However, we do not know what the
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city’s name was anciently. The name Kaminaljuyú was coined by a
Guatemalan archaeologist and scholar, J. Antonio Villacorta C., in
1936 when the ﬁrst mounds were excavated and it became obvious
that the remains of a major city lay beneath them. The major mound
was previously known as Quita Sombrero (Spanish for “take oﬀ the
hat”), or by one of the Spanish names of the farms on which the ruins
stood—Finca La Majada, Las Charcas, or La Esperanza. Although one
complex text inscribed on a stone altar from ancient Kaminaljuyú has
been uncovered, it is impossible at this point to read it because of the
paucity of related texts and the absence of a Rosetta Stone–like key to
its structure and language. It is therefore impossible to know until further texts are uncovered what the ancient inhabitants of this site called
themselves or their city. Even were Kaminaljuyú the ancient name, one
could not simply delete letters haphazardly to ﬁt a particular theory.
The initial k is not a “glottal closure on a leading a,” as Pate suggests, but
an essential part of the word kaminal (“one who dies,” or “dead one”).
Without it, aminal is meaningless in any Maya language.
One ﬁnal example may illustrate the diﬃculties inherent in a study
such as Pate’s. The author frequently fails to go beyond a linguistic
analysis of place-names to establish proper geographic and archaeological context. In his book, Pate associates the hill Cumorah with the
ruins of the ancient K’iche’ capital Qumarkah (Q’umarkaj in modern
orthography), based primarily on the similarity of the name’s sound
when spoken using Spanish pronunciation (the actual pronunciation
begins with a glottalized consonant that is nothing like the English
or Spanish c). He gives the etymology of this place-name as “rotten
bones” and relates this etymology to the ﬁnal battles of the Nephite
and Lamanite people at the close of the fourth century. But this reading is unacceptable. “Bone” in virtually all Maya dialects is bak, not
aj. The name Qumarkah is more literally “ancient/rotten reeds/canes”
and likely refers to the ancient Maya concept of the initial place of
creation where living reeds ﬁrst grew out of the primordial sea. It is
unlikely that this site could have been seen as a signiﬁcant mountainous feature such as Cumorah. It is a rather small plateau that can be
scaled in ﬁve to ten minutes and is not signiﬁcantly higher than a
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dozen other similar small hills and plateaus surrounding it. In addition, the site was founded and named in the ﬁfteenth century by
K’iche’-Maya immigrants not native to the region. This is, of course,
more than a thousand years after the close of the Book of Mormon
record. There is little evidence of signiﬁcant occupation in that area
during the period described in the Book of Mormon.
While Pate’s book certainly represents a monumental amount of
sincere eﬀort, it unfortunately lacks the well-informed scholarship
and discipline that such a study would require to be persuasive. One
hopes that his work will inspire further inquiry into this potentially
worthwhile area of research.

THE MOST CORRECT BOOK
Frank F. Judd Jr.
Frank F. Judd Jr. (PhD, University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill) is an assistant professor of ancient
scripture at Brigham Young University.

T

he Prophet Joseph Smith called the Book of Mormon “the most
correct of any book on earth, and the keystone of our religion.”¹
Consequently, Latter-day Saints should embrace study aids that assist in our understanding of this book of scripture. Ed J. Pinegar and
Richard J. Allen have compiled a useful tool for the study and teaching
of the Book of Mormon.
There is, however, an initial but important drawback to the volume. There is no preface or introduction justifying this publication
or explaining its format, purpose, and intended audience. A brief yet
carefully organized preface or introduction would help readers more
easily discover how to use the various sections of this book.²
The book is divided into forty-eight chapters, each covering a few
chapters of the Book of Mormon and each with a brief introduction

1. History of the Church, 4:461.
2. A companion volume, which has a preface, has been published. See Ed J. Pinegar,
Richard J. Allen, and Karl R. Anderson, Teachings and Commentaries on the Doctrine and
Covenants (Salt Lake City: Covenant Books, 2004).

Review of Ed J. Pinegar and Richard J. Allen. Teachings and Commentaries on the Book of Mormon. Salt Lake City: Covenant Books,
2003. 545 pp. $39.95.
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and summary. Every chapter is divided into various “Themes for Living,” which are relevant study and discussion topics selected from
those particular Book of Mormon chapters. Each theme for living
is further divided into four sections: “Theme,” “Moment of Truth,”
“Modern Prophets Speak,” and “Illustrations for Our Time.” The
“Theme” explains the topic in greater detail. The “Moment of Truth”
is an explanation of what the authors have determined to be the primary lesson from the particular chapters in the Book of Mormon. The
authors include relevant quotations from Latter-day Saint General
Authorities in “Modern Prophets Speak.” In “Illustrations for Our
Time,” the authors oﬀer various ways in which the principles taught
in Book of Mormon chapters can be applied to daily life experiences.
Pinegar and Allen are successful in accomplishing what they set
out to do. I found the information contained in the sections “Theme,”
“Moment of Truth,” and “Illustrations for Our time” to be informative, relevant, and applicable. I also enjoyed the quotations found in
“Modern Prophets Speak,” but found myself wishing the authors had
included more quotations.
It would have been helpful if the publishers had placed a reference to the relevant Book of Mormon chapters at the top of each page.
This would have made the book more user-friendly. If readers wish
to ﬁnd a particular Book of Mormon chapter in this book, they ﬁrst
have to ﬁnd the beginning or end of a chapter to know which section
of the Book of Mormon is being discussed. There are no indexes, either of scriptures or of topics. The book also seems to favor the ﬁrst
half of the Book of Mormon, having approximately forty more pages
of discussion than for the second half.³ Unfortunately, as with many
publications on the Book of Mormon, the sections covering the words
of Isaiah and the war chapters are relatively thin. These sections represent a greater number of pages in the Book of Mormon than do
other sections of the book but do not contain a comparable propor3. The current edition of the Book of Mormon has 531 pages. The ﬁrst 265 pages of
the Book of Mormon (1 Nephi to approximately Alma 22) receive 294 pages of discussion,
while the second 265 pages (Alma 22 to Moroni 10) receive only 251 pages of discussion.
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tion of commentary.⁴ The sections covering the important covenant
discourse of the resurrected Savior, including signiﬁcant quotations
from Isaiah, Micah, and Malachi, are also fairly thin.⁵ Because of this
and the general lack of in-depth historical commentary, students of
the scriptures who are primarily interested in substantial information
concerning the historical and cultural background and context of the
Book of Mormon will ﬁnd this book less than satisfying. But those
students can turn to other books that adequately ﬁll this need.⁶
In the end, Pinegar and Allen have essentially provided a kind of
LDS institute manual for the Book of Mormon, similar to the ones
published by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints for the
Church Educational System. And, in my view, the authors have successfully done so. Unfortunately, rather than making this book more
accessible to students and teachers in an aﬀordable paperback edition,
Covenant Communications has published this book in hardback and
priced it signiﬁcantly higher than other institute manuals.⁷ This is
likely to limit the distribution to those who can aﬀord it.
I would recommend this book to seminary and institute teachers,
Gospel Doctrine teachers, parents, and anyone interested in learning
how the Book of Mormon is relevant to our modern-day experiences.
The ideas and insights provided are helpful if one wishes to prepare
discussions for classes or family home evenings with relevant applications to daily living.
President Ezra Taft Benson oﬀered this important counsel concerning Book of Mormon study: “Each of the major writers of the
Book of Mormon testiﬁed that he wrote for future generations. . . . If
they saw our day, and chose those things which would be of greatest
4. See for example, chapter 9 (2 Nephi 11–25), chapter 31 (Alma 43–52), chapter 32
(Alma 53–63).
5. See chapter 40 (3 Nephi 16, 20–21) and chapter 41 (3 Nephi 22–26).
6. See, for example, Dennis L. Largey, ed., Book of Mormon Reference Companion
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2003).
7. Pinegar and Allen’s book costs nearly $40, while the institute manuals are signiﬁcantly less. For example, compare the following prices: Book of Mormon ($2.50), New
Testament ($5.00), Old Testament ($4.75), Doctrine and Covenants ($4.75), and LDS
Church History ($7.00).

116 • THE FARMS REVIEW 16/2 (2004)

worth to us, is not that how we should study the Book of Mormon? We
should constantly ask ourselves, ‘Why did the Lord inspire Mormon
(or Moroni or Alma) to include that in his record? What lesson can I
learn from that to help me live in this day and age?’”⁸ Pinegar and Allen’s book is a useful tool in accomplishing this important objective.

8. Ezra Taft Benson, “The Keystone of Our Religion,” Ensign, January 1992, 5.
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O

ne often ﬁnds that those who challenge the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon try to create the impression that they
are making a scholarly, carefully reasoned case against the book. They
openly and conﬁdently describe themselves as taking “historical scholarship seriously” (pp. 25–26), while accusing those who allegedly do not
take them seriously of placing feeling over evidence, “spirit over science, and faith over history.”¹ But this impression that opponents of the
Book of Mormon try to create is false. As measured by contemporary
standards of scholarship, recent attacks on the Book of Mormon as an
ancient document often are characterized by poor logic and methodology.² What is more, the authors of these attacks seem unaware of the
magnitude of the problems they face in their attempts to undermine
This paper was delivered on 11 May 1984 at the Mormon History Association meeting
in Provo, Utah.
1. George D. Smith, “Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon,” Free Inquiry 4/1
(1983): 27; reprinted in On the Barricades: Religion and Free Inquiry in Conﬂict, ed.
Robert Basil, Mary Beth Gehrman, and Tim Madigan (Buﬀalo, NY: Prometheus Books,
1989), 137–56 (quotation on p. 147).
2. References to recent events or matters happening today have not been updated.

Review of William D. Russell. “A Further Inquiry into the Historicity of the Book of Mormon.” Sunstone, September–October 1982,
20–27.
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the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon—even if they do
reason well.³
In this paper I examine a typical example of the logic opponents
of the Book of Mormon use when they deny its validity as an ancient text. However, I will not just illustrate that such reasoning is
shoddy. It is even more important to examine some deeper issues
that divide those who challenge the Book of Mormon from those
who defend it, even if the former were to improve the cogency of
their attack. Accordingly, I will ultimately abandon Russell’s defective arguments for better ones from Bible scholarship in order to
clarify these deeper issues.
The argument I use for purposes of illustration is made by William Russell in a recent article in Sunstone, in which he claims that
the inclusion of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount in 3 Nephi is good
evidence that the Book of Mormon is not an ancient document. My
reasons for choosing an article by Russell are that he is comparatively
well known as an in-house opponent of the Book of Mormon, and his
arguments against the historical authenticity of the book are typical
of the kind of defective reasoning many opponents use. The argument
over the appearance of the sermon in 3 Nephi is the most carefully
made argument in the whole paper, so I chose that particular one for
careful attention. Russell’s other points against the Book of Mormon
are little more than bald assertions, or his reasoning in support of
them is truncated and obscure. The secondary sources Russell cites
in support of his claims are at best second rate. Many of his references are to opponents of the Book of Mormon whose reasoning, like
Russell’s, is seriously defective. Russell does cite several Bible scholars
3. Examples of recent articles and books whose arguments are often not well articulated include Wayne Ham, “Problems in Interpreting the Book of Mormon as History,”
Courage 1 (September 1970): 15–22; Vernal Holley, Book of Mormon Authorship: A Closer
Look (Ogden, UT: Zenos, 1983); Susan Curtis Mernitz, “Palmyra Revisited: A Look at
Early Nineteenth Century America and the Book of Mormon,” John Whitmer Historical
Association Journal 2 (1982): 30–37; George D. Smith Jr., “Defending the Keystone: Book
of Mormon Diﬃculties,” Sunstone, May–June 1981, 45–54; and Smith, “Joseph Smith and
the Book of Mormon.”
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in support of his position. I will take references of this kind seriously
as the analysis proceeds.
Russell’s Reasoning
To show more clearly the problems with Russell’s reasoning and
to facilitate constant reference to the several parts of that reasoning
throughout the paper, I will lay his arguments out plainly. The central
claim of his argument concerning the inclusion of Matthew’s version
of the Sermon on the Mount in 3 Nephi goes like this: “We are led to
the likely conclusion that the Book of Mormon should not be regarded
as a historical account of ancient people who inhabited the Americas”
(p. 25) because the “inclusion of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount in
III Nephi” does not square “with what has been discovered about particular events and ideas described in the Bible” (p. 24). For easy reference, let me make explicit two premises contained in this claim.
1. We have good reason to doubt the historical authenticity of
the Book of Mormon if it does not square with what has been discovered about particular events and ideas described in the Bible.
2. The inclusion of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount in 3 Nephi does not square with what has been discovered about particular
events and ideas described in the Bible.
How does Russell support these premises? Again, for the sake of
clarity and easy reference, I list and number the reasons he gives in
support of the above argument (numbered R1, etc.). The organization
of the reasons represents how they are meant to ﬁt together.
R1. The Gospel of Matthew was not written until forty to seventy years after the cruciﬁxion of Jesus and hence had not
been written at the time Jesus visited the New World.
R2. How Matthew’s gospel was written makes it improbable
that Christ would have delivered Matthew’s version of the
sermon in the New World.
Ra. Before any of the synoptic Gospels were composed,
their parts existed as independent units.

120 • THE FARMS REVIEW 16/2 (2004)

Rb. Before the traditions of Jesus were written down, they
circulated orally.
Rc. The Sitz im Leben of the early Christians necessarily
helped determine the selection, formation, and transmission of these traditions. The author(s) of each synoptic Gospel composed his own account from these
sources.
Rd. Mark was written ﬁrst, and Matthew and Luke used
Mark as a major source and added other materials
from a second source called Q.
Re. The selection, organization, and chronology of Matthew’s account reﬂect his dissatisfactions with Mark’s
account as well as his individual purposes for writing
a new gospel.
Ri. Matthew’s dissatisfactions with Mark are that Jesus is too human in Mark and that the disciples
are portrayed by Mark in too negative a light. Accordingly, Matthew heightens the miraculous in
his story of Jesus and alters or omits oﬀending
statements about the disciples.
Rii. Matthew’s individual purpose in writing another
gospel is to portray Jesus as a new Moses, a giver
of a new law that both fulﬁlls Mosaic law and is
superior to it. The sermon is the ﬁrst of ﬁve blocks
of teaching material reminiscent of Moses’s ﬁve
books of the law. Part of Matthew’s intent in presenting Jesus as a new Moses may have been to
avoid the implied libertinism of Paul’s writing
without revalidating the law of Moses.
R3. The sermon appears in Luke but in separate parts and
in a diﬀerent setting, i.e., in a “plain” rather than on a
“mount.”
What I will now show is that Russell’s central claim and the reasons
given in support of it both are seriously defective logically and cannot
be fairly described as “what has been discovered about . . . the Bible.”
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To begin with, many of Russell’s reasons, when considered singly, are logically irrelevant to his central claim. That the author(s) of
Matthew heightens the miraculous and corrects Mark’s somewhat
negative view of the disciples and his too human view of Jesus seems
irrelevant, since the sermon itself does not heighten the miraculous
or present a more favorable picture of Jesus and his disciples (Ri). That
Mark was written ﬁrst and that Matthew used Mark and Q seem irrelevant since the sermon might have been part of Q (Rd). It does not
follow that parts of the sermon existed independently simply because
parts of Matthew existed independently before it was written (Ra).
And that Matthew was not written until after AD 70 does not mean
that the sermon was not composed until after AD 70 (R1). Furthermore, that Matthew portrays Jesus as the new Moses provides questionable support for Russell’s argument, given that, according to some
Jewish traditions, the Messiah was expected to bring a New Torah or
to make all the words of the Torah clear (Rii).⁴ If Jesus gave the sermon as recorded in Matthew, it would fulﬁll nicely the expectations
of this tradition.
But even if Russell’s reasons individually supported his claim that
the Book of Mormon is not a historically authentic document, the majority of those reasons cannot be accurately described as what has been
discovered about the Bible. That Matthew was not written until after
AD 70 has been recently and powerfully challenged. After carefully
considering the dating of the New Testament, John A. T. Robinson
concludes by observing “how little evidence there is for the dating of
any of the New Testament writings.” The “consensus of the textbooks”
on this matter, he continues, rests upon “much slighter foundations”
than the beginning student probably supposes.⁵ Robinson himself
thinks that all the books of the New Testament were written before
AD 70. Even more controversial is the two-source hypothesis—that
4. W. D. Davies, The Setting of the Sermon on the Mount (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1964), 183–90.
5. John A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (London: SCM, 1976), 336, 337;
see William H. Brownlee, “Whence the Gospel According to John?” in John and Qumran,
ed. James H. Charlesworth (London: Chapman, 1972), 166–94; and E. Earle Ellis, “Dating the New Testament,” New Testament Studies 26 (1980): 487–502.
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Matthew and Luke used Mark and Q in composing their Gospels. In
recent years, this hypothesis has come under severe criticism and is
now very much an unsettled matter.⁶
Russell thinks that the parallels between Matthew’s Sermon on
the Mount and Luke’s Sermon on the Plain indicate that Matthew
composed the sermon. Some New Testament scholars agree. In the
words of G. B. Caird: “Luke’s Sermon is the counterpart of Matthew’s
Sermon on the Mount. . . . The common material was drawn from Q.
But Matthew has combined the Q sermon with excerpts from other
parts of Q.”⁷ But other scholars think diﬀerently. G. H. P. Thompson
thinks that the “relation between the Matthaean and Lucan beatitudes
is not easy to determine, and it is possible that Jesus gave them in different forms on diﬀerent occasions.”⁸ John Drury believes that Luke
used Matthew as his source for the Sermon on the Plain and contends
that the two-source hypothesis is a “theory which has beneﬁted too
much from a one-sided distribution of scholarly labour, neglecting the
‘simpler, competing possibility’ that Luke used Matthew.”⁹ Of these
three views, only Caird’s is favorable to Russell’s claim against the
Book of Mormon.
6. See, for example, William R. Farmer, The Synoptic Problem: A Critical Analysis (New York: Macmillan, 1964); Farmer, “Modern Developments of Griesbach’s Hypothesis,” New Testament Studies 23 (1976): 275–95; Bernard Orchard, Matthew, Luke
and Mark (Manchester: Koinonia, 1976); David L. Dungan, “Mark—The Abridgement of
Matthew and Luke,” in Jesus and Man’s Hope (Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, 1970), 1:51–97; Thomas R. W. Longstaﬀ, Evidence of Conﬂation in Mark? A Study
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9. John Drury, Tradition and Design in Luke’s Gospel: A Study in Early Christian
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Let us look at the reasons Russell oﬀers that I have not yet criticized. These reasons promise to be more relevant than the others, and
it is possible that, if they hold up, they will not only support Russell’s
position but will unify and revive the reasons I have already criticized
so that they, too, support his position. Before Matthew was written,
Russell tells us, the traditions of Jesus circulated orally as independent
units, and the Sitz im Leben of the early church necessarily helped
determine the selection, formation, and transmission of these traditions (Ra–c). Russell leads his readers to believe that this is what has
actually been discovered about the Bible.
What is the status of this view of how the traditions of Jesus developed according to New Testament scholarship? New Testament
scholars actually recognize two opposing views of how the traditions
of Jesus developed, both of which have highly respected advocates.
A well-known scholar on this subject describes these two views as
follows:
On the one extreme is to be found the view that Christian
tradition was largely created and shaped to ﬁt the needs of
the expanding Church. We have here and there the words of
Jesus, or at least primitive Palestinian sayings, but even these
few words have frequently been put into new contexts and
given new meanings. . . . On the other extreme is to be found
the view that the Synoptic tradition is comprised of material which has been carefully and literally handed down by
trained transmitters. The tradition was originated by Jesus
himself, who taught it to his disciples, who in turn supervised
its transmission to insure the accuracy of the tradition. . . .
[Those who hold this view] grant a certain amount of ﬂexibility to the tradition.¹⁰
Borrowing terms from M. Eugene Boring’s book, Sayings of the
Risen Jesus, I refer to the ﬁrst view as the ﬂuid-tradition theory and to
10. E. P. Sanders, The Tendencies of the Synoptic Tradition (London: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 281.
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the second view as the controlled-tradition theory.¹¹ Of course there
are variations of both theories, as well as gradations between them,
but the general distinction between the two views is widely recognized and respected among New Testament scholars and is useful for
our purposes.
In his argument against the historical authenticity of the Book
of Mormon, Russell assumes the ﬂuid-tradition theory. The principal
reasons he oﬀers in support of that argument present the main hypotheses of that theory. Those hypotheses are that an oral period existed before any of the gospel material was written down, that the gospel material circulated as independent units during the oral period,
and that the Sitz im Leben of the early church was the sociological
determinant in the selection, formation, and transmission of the separate units (Ra–c). Furthermore, the two-source hypothesis (Rd)—that
Matthew and Luke used Mark and Q in writing their gospels—has
been a favored hypothesis of the ﬂuid-tradition theory since Rudolf
Bultmann expressly adopted it as an essential assumption in his attempt to “ﬁll the vacuum between . . . ‘the disciples’ experience of
Jesus’ and ‘the writing down of this experience.’”¹²
According to the controlled-tradition theory,¹³ Jesus and his followers belonged to a culture with a tradition, deeply rooted, of preserving sacred texts in word-perfect form. What is more, the early
church’s Christ tradition was “on a higher plane than the Rabbis’ Oral
Torah. The crux of the matter is that Jesus’ followers did not regard
him as a teacher among other teachers, but as the Messiah, the Ebed
11. M. Eugene Boring, Sayings of the Risen Jesus: Christian Prophecy in the Synoptic
Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 1–2.
12. As noted in Stoldt, Marcan Hypothesis, 239.
13. The best known works are Birger Gerhardsson, Memory and Manuscript: Oral Tradition and Written Transmission in Rabbinic Judaism and Early Christianity, trans. Eric J.
Sharpe (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1961); Gerhardsson, Tradition and Transmission in
Early Christianity (Lund: Gleerup, 1964); Gerhardsson, The Origins of the Gospel Traditions
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979); Harald Riesenfeld, The Gospel Tradition, trans. E. Margaret
Rowley and Robert A. Kraft (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1970). On “note taking,” see George
Kennedy, “Classical and Christian Source Criticism,” in The Relationships among the Gospels: An Interdisciplinary Dialogue, ed. William O. Walker Jr. (San Antonio: Trinity University Press, 1978), 125–55.
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Jahwe, the Son of God.”¹⁴ In the words of a well-known proponent of
the controlled-tradition view: “It therefore becomes necessary, when
trying to determine the nature and extent of the early Church’s creative contribution to the shaping of the tradition of Christ, to take account of the fact that the early Church regarded Jesus as the Messiah,
the Christ, the ‘only’ teacher, and therefore had special cause to note,
gather and keep what he said and did—he and no other.”¹⁵
So we see that the controlled-tradition theory places much more
emphasis on Jesus himself as the source of the Jesus traditions and
less on the Sitz im Leben as the determinant of those traditions. Furthermore, the method of transmission was partly written in the form
of notebooks and private scrolls and was partly oral in the form of
memorized sayings kept alive by continual repetition of them. Interpretive adaptations occurred in the process of transmission, and the
transmission clariﬁed and completed the tradition; but the tradition
was not created by the Christian community and was marked by ﬁxity
and continuity.¹⁶
What is the status of the controlled-tradition and ﬂuid-tradition
theories among New Testament scholars today? Well, there is a wide
range of opinion, the majority of scholars leaning toward the ﬂuidtradition theory. But proponents of the controlled-tradition theory believe that much remains unsettled. At the end of a carefully researched
and widely recognized work, E. P. Sanders reaches two conclusions of
special interest to us. First, concerning the precanonical tradition, he
concludes, “Just what the method of transmission in Christianity was
remains an open question.”¹⁷ Second, concerning the synoptic problem—the issue of the literary relationship among the three synoptic
Gospels—he concludes, “The evidence does not seem to warrant the
degree of certainty with which many scholars hold the two-document
hypothesis.”¹⁸ In his professional judgment, Sanders thinks that the
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

Gerhardsson, Tradition, 41.
Ibid., 44.
Gerhardsson, Origins, 46, 53, 60, 68, 75, 77, 85.
Sanders, Tendencies, 296.
Ibid., 278, emphasis deleted.
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“entire study of the Synoptic Gospels would proﬁt from a period of
withholding judgements on the Synoptic problem while the evidence
is resifted.”¹⁹
Since Sanders wrote these words, things have, if anything, deteriorated further. Even scholars who hold to some version of the ﬂuidtradition theory acknowledge that matters are unsettled. In a recent
article in defense of the two-source hypothesis, one author tells us, “At
the Pittsburgh Festival on the Gospels (1970), J. A. Fitzmyer noted that
the ‘history of Synoptic research reveals that the [Synoptic] problem is
practically insoluble.’ Modern trends seem to bear out that judgment.
While it is certainly true that the majority of New Testament scholars
still presuppose the Two Source hypothesis, that consensus seems less
certain today.”²⁰
Another student of the New Testament, Eugene Boring, admits
that “there is presently no consensus about the nature of the traditioning process.”²¹ There is no point in lengthening the list of quotations.
The fact is that the ﬂuid-tradition theory is not the well-established
view that Russell wants his readers to think it is.
Let us return again to Russell’s argument against the historical
authenticity of the Book of Mormon. What we now notice is that the
ﬁrst premise of that argument is seriously misleading. That premise
reads: We have good reason to doubt the historical authenticity of the
Book of Mormon if it does not square with what has been discovered
about particular events and ideas described in the Bible. But now we
see that the ﬁrst premise should actually read: We have good reason
to doubt the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon if it does
not square with the ﬂuid-tradition theory about the early tradition of
Jesus. Once Russell’s ﬁrst premise is accurately described, we see that
the principal reasons for accepting it turn out to be nothing more than
a restatement of the ﬁrst premise itself. In other words, the separate19. Ibid., 279.
20. Gordon D. Fee, “A Text-Critical Look at the Synoptic Problem,” Novum Testamentum 22 (1980): 12, quoting Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The Priority of Mark and the ‘Q’
Source in Luke,” in Jesus and Man’s Hope (Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh Theological Seminary,
1970), 1:132. For a refutation of Fee, see Lowe, “Demise,” 27–36.
21. Boring, Sayings, 10.
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unit assumption (Ra), the oral-tradition assumption (Rb), the Sitz im
Leben assumption (Rc), and the two-source hypothesis (Rd) are simply parts of the ﬂuid-tradition theory. Russell does not oﬀer reasoned
support for this theory, nor does he mention that there exists an alternative theory accepted by reputable New Testament scholars.
Of course, it makes a diﬀerence whether the controlled-tradition
theory or the ﬂuid-tradition theory is used as a test of the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon. By assuming that the ﬂuidtradition theory is the test the Book of Mormon must pass, Russell
begs the question. In other words, Russell simply assumes the ﬂuidtradition theory as a critical test of the Book of Mormon’s authenticity,
when the crucial question at hand is whether a ﬂuid-tradition theory
or a controlled-tradition theory—or a modiﬁed version of the controlled-tradition theory—is true.
In conclusion, Russell tries to create the impression that the Book
of Mormon is not an ancient document because it does not square with
what has been discovered about the New Testament. But his reasoning
is fallacious. Considered separately, many of his reasons are simply
irrelevant. If the ﬂuid-tradition theory is not assumed to be true, then
the reasons I ﬁrst critiqued remain unsupportive of his claim. Even
if the ﬂuid-tradition theory is assumed to be true and was made to
support Russell’s claim, he begs an important question. At no point in
presenting his case does Russell alert his readers to views that oppose
his own—views held by recognized scholars of the New Testament.
The Fluid-Tradition Theory and Begging the Question
The time has come to move beyond a critique of Russell’s best
argument. My purpose is to see how deep the question-begging goes
when the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon is challenged
on the grounds that Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount is included in
3 Nephi. According to the ﬂuid-tradition theory of the origin of the
Sermon on the Mount in Matthew, separate parts of the sermon circulated orally, and the Sitz im Leben of the early church helped determine
the selection, formation, and transmission of those separate parts, as
well as the ﬁnal composition of the sermon by Matthew. According
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to the Book of Mormon, a version of the controlled-tradition theory
is true. In this version, Jesus was deeply aware of his divine nature
and mission and the importance of preserving his saving word. Some
of his sayings, including the Sermon on the Mount, were kept by his
followers under strict command from him. It is not possible here to
examine thoroughly an account of the origin of the sermon by the
ﬂuid-tradition theory. The most that can be done is to illustrate how
such an account begs the question, even when presented in a scholarly way. Beginning with a basic methodological assumption, I will
trace logically the steps in a ﬂuid-tradition account of the origins of
the sermon, which is inconsistent with the inclusion of the sermon in
3 Nephi, and, in doing so, show why that account is seriously begging
the question.
Everyone agrees that we never approach the human past with an
empty head. We always see the past in light of a background theory or
preunderstanding that we never fully explicate. Among the basic assumptions of any background theory are criteria about what counts as
historical reality and what type of hypothesis about the past is likely
to be true before supporting it with evidence. From these assumptions methodological imperatives are formed that guide the doing of
history. I have chosen one such imperative—the most obvious and
relevant one I can think of—that determines the plausibility of a hypothesis about the sacred past before the evidence is in and that is one
that most modern historians accept.
Modern historians usually assume that references to supernatural beings and events must be systematically excluded from historical
explanations of the sacred past. Or, to put this methodological imperative positively, only naturalistic assumptions of reality and categories of interpretation ought to be used in doing history, including
the history of sacred things. One reason for adopting this imperative
is skepticism, deeply rooted in modern scholarship, regarding divine
realities. But another reason is that even if an individual believes in
the supernatural, it is commonly thought that he or she cannot make
assumptions about divine reality or employ supernatural categories of
interpretation when that person fashions history, for to do so would
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be to give up the principle of natural cause and eﬀect in history and
to introduce the irrational into historical research. One author writes
about using supernatural explanations: “This procedure would put
an end to historical method, since historical method, like scientiﬁc
method, must proceed on the basis of natural causation. To accept the
supernatural would mean giving up the usual methods of establishing
historical probability and leave no ﬁrm basis for historical investigation, since no grounds would exist for preferring one account of an
event to another.”²²
Before tracing the logical eﬀects of the methodological imperative
of naturalism, I need to make one more commonplace observation. It
is that a favored form of explanation among historians is sociocultural
environment. Russell’s reference to the Sitz im Leben of the early church
in accounting for the early traditions of Jesus is an explanation of this
type.
What kind of hypothesis will have a high prior plausibility for the
modern historian in accounting for the books of the New Testament?
For the historian true to his method, the answer is very obvious: those
hypotheses that account for New Testament texts in naturalistic and
environmental terms. Hypotheses using supernatural categories will
have little, if any, prior plausibility. Of course, the New Testament
texts themselves contain an interpretation of the past that includes
assumptions of divine reality. So the task of the modern historian is
to explain this primary source, including its assumptions of divine
reality, in naturalistic environmental terms. He has no choice if he is
true to his method.
Consider next how the authors of the four Gospels and Acts together classify the sayings of Jesus. According to these authors, Jesus said some things before his cruciﬁxion and other things after his
resurrection but before his ascension, and then spoke to or through
prophets after his ascension. This classiﬁcation of the sayings of Jesus
rests on descriptions of encounters with divine reality—seeing and
22. I. Howard Marshall, “Historical Criticism,” in New Testament Interpretation:
Essays on Principles and Methods, ed. I. Howard Marshall (Exeter: Paternoster, 1977), 129.
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hearing the risen Lord, watching him ascend into heaven, having his
word revealed after the ascension. But a historian whose account of
the sayings of Jesus obeys the naturalistic imperative cannot accept
the authors’ classiﬁcation in explaining the formation, selection, and
transmission of those sayings because it is based on assumptions of
divine reality. The historian must devise a classiﬁcation system based
on an environmental explanation. The result is that the sayings of
Jesus—already classiﬁed by New Testament authors—must be reclassiﬁed. The historian, armed with a naturalistic classiﬁcation, must see
behind the classiﬁcation made by the authors of the sacred texts in order to explain naturalistically how the traditions of Jesus developed.
Accordingly, in order to reclassify the sayings of Jesus in the four
Gospels, those sayings that were spoken by Jesus after his resurrection and before his ascension cannot be attributed to the historical Jesus, unless, of course, his death is denied. These postresurrection and
preascension sayings must be viewed as either words spoken by Jesus
before his death or not the actual sayings of the earthly Jesus. The only
other alternative is to ignore these sayings, to refuse to oﬀer a naturalistic account of them, because they presume supernatural reality.
Consider, for example, a naturalistic account of Matthew 28:18–20,
which reports the last words recorded in Matthew of the resurrected
Christ before his ascension. How should these words be accounted
for? A recent work on the sayings of the risen Jesus will illustrate my
point: “Did the saying [Matthew 28:18–20] originate as the oracle of
a Christian prophet in the strict sense, or is it a literary composition
of Matthew or one of his predecessors, or some combination of the
two?”²³ The possibility that the last words recorded in Matthew were
actually spoken by the resurrected Lord, as Matthew claims, is not
considered.
In historical research, the role of a classiﬁcation system is to help
describe and explain past events. Typically, the natural categories of
the system are used to account for past events in terms of sociocultural
environment. In the case of the sayings of Jesus, this means showing
23. Boring, Sayings, 204.
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how his words developed linearly or dialectically in relation to a certain Sitz im Leben. Once this view is taken, the question must be asked
Which, if any, of the sayings of the Lord are actually the words of the
earthly Jesus? The methodological assumption that the past is best
understood in naturalistic and Sitz im Leben terms places high prior
plausibility on hypotheses that show the words of Jesus evolving during and particularly after his short ministry and low or no prior plausibility on hypotheses that show his words as established doctrines
taught by a divine being who was concerned with their preservation.
Now the texts of the New Testament, for hermeneutical reasons I
cannot enter into here, are vulnerable to naturalistic interpretations.
Given this fact, the high prior plausibility of naturalistic hypotheses
makes it quite probable that some, perhaps very many, of the sayings
attributed to Jesus in the Gospels will be seen as products of the postEaster situation of the early church.
What I have said can be illustrated from New Testament scholarship. By way of background, ﬁrst consider a statement by Bultmann
that has furnished
the rationale for one of the most important methodological principles underlying the development and use of form
criticism in historical Jesus and Synoptic Gospel research for
nearly ﬁfty years. . . .
“The Church drew no distinction between such utterances by Christian prophets (ascribed to the ascended Christ)
and the sayings of Jesus in the tradition, for the reason that
even the dominical sayings in the tradition were not the pronouncements of a past authority, but sayings of the risen Lord,
who is always a contemporary for the Church.”²⁴
What this statement means is “not only that all Synoptic logia
have their primary Sitz im Leben within the enthusiasm of the earliest
24. James D. G. Dunn, “Prophetic ‘I’ Sayings and the Jesus Tradition: The Importance of Testing Prophetic Utterances within Early Christianity,” New Testament Studies
24 (1978): 175, quoting Rudolf K. Bultmann, The History of the Synoptic Tradition (New
York: Harper & Row, 1963), 127–28.
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communities, but also that there is no a priori reason for taking any
logion in particular as a word of the earthly Jesus.” Every such claim
must be established “by an examination of form and content.”²⁵ What
did followers of Bultmann conclude about the sayings of Jesus? Among
other things: “According to the theory of an authentic oral tradition,
the ﬂow of tradition was from the earthly Jesus to his disciples to the
apostles in the church. Actually, the ﬂow was in the opposite direction:
from the apostles in the church to the earthly Jesus.”²⁶ This conclusion, which represents an extreme version of the ﬂuid-tradition theory,
seems to contradict an essential ingredient in the story of Jesus, Son of
God, told by the New Testament.
With this background, I turn to a very recent example in the tradition Bultmann helped establish of how a naturalistic interpretation
of the Sermon on the Mount works. I want to show how a naturalistic classiﬁcation of the sayings of Jesus that is part of a Sitz im Leben
hypothesis is used to account for parts of the sermon. The example
comes from a recent book by Boring about the sayings of the synoptic
tradition.²⁷
The basic distinction in Boring’s book is between the “historical” and the “prophetic” sayings of Jesus. By “historical sayings” he
does not mean a “verbatim report” of what the earthly Jesus said but
how his words are “represented” by the synoptic authors. Thus, what
Boring calls historical sayings may have been “subject to additions or
modiﬁcations in the course of the traditioning process or conceivably
may have been created from whole cloth.” The second class of sayings
are called “prophetic” because “they are presented in the community
not as what Jesus of Nazareth once said but as what the post-Easter exalted Lord now says” through his prophets. As in the case of historical
sayings, prophetic sayings are called prophetic because they are represented as the words of the risen Lord through prophets, not because
they necessarily are the words of the existing heavenly Lord.²⁸
25. Dunn, “Prophetic ‘I’ Sayings,” 175.
26. Ibid., 176, quoting Howard M. Teeple, “The Oral Tradition That Never Existed,”
Journal of Biblical Literature 89 (1970): 67.
27. Boring, Sayings, l–14, 137–41.
28. Ibid., l.
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Boring presents complex material and formal criteria for what
counts as prophetic sayings. The material criteria of prophetic speech
include apocalyptic references, eschatological paraclesis, rebuke of
immorality and pronouncement of proleptic judgment of the Last
Day, references to persecution and suﬀering, the revelation of the secrets of men’s hearts, a concern for false prophets, concrete directions
for church life, wisdom motifs, and historical predictions. Among the
formal characteristics of prophetic sayings are a legal style, eschatological fervor, the pairing of lex talionis and chiasmus, and unconditional pronouncement of curse and blessing.²⁹
It is easy to anticipate how Boring’s distinction between historical
and prophetic speech will aﬀect the classiﬁcation of the words of Jesus
in the synoptic Gospels. First of all, the postresurrection and preascension words of Jesus must be interpreted as either historical or prophetic sayings. Accordingly, Boring interprets Matthew 28:18–20 as a
prophetic saying—a saying of the risen Lord through his prophets—
and not as the words of the resurrected Jesus standing before his
apostles.³⁰ Second, many of the remaining sayings attributed by the
synoptic authors to the historical Jesus must also be reclassiﬁed as
prophetic speech. For if this is not done, then Boring’s class of historical sayings would subsume all instances of his class of prophetic sayings; the two classes of sayings would fail to be extensionally distinct.
Boring is deﬁnitely not interested in distinguishing between historical
words of the Lord—the prophetic and the nonprophetic (in the sense
of foretelling the future or not). He wants his classiﬁcation system,
which is basic to his whole analysis, to play a role in developing the
ﬂuid-tradition theory’s assumption that the Sitz im Leben of the early
church helped to determine the composition and transmission of the
sayings of Jesus. So, for his purposes, prophetic and historical sayings
must be, indeed are bound to be, extensionally as well as deﬁnitionally
distinct. Some prophetic sayings attributed to Jesus must not be actual
sayings of the historical Jesus.
29. Ibid., 133–36.
30. Ibid., 204–6.
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But which ones? Boring presents two criteria for distinguishing the
sayings of the Christian prophets attributed to Jesus from the historical words of Jesus. “First, they [the sayings of the Christian prophets]
must be able to be seen as having existed independently of a narrative
context, even if they are now contained in narratives.” Second, there
must be evidence that the sayings attributed to prophets derived from
the post-Easter situation of the church.³¹ The ﬁrst criterion, if applied in
a context in which the authenticity of the Book of Mormon is at issue,
would be question-begging, for it presumes the ﬂuid-tradition theory. It
presumes that some sayings of Jesus may not be, indeed, are certain not
to be, the actual sayings of the historical Jesus but the sayings of Christian prophets. Those who accept the ﬂuid-tradition theory typically assume that the text is a patchwork of previously separate sayings, while
others, including those who accept a controlled-tradition view, see the
text as an intricately woven unity. In any case, space requires that I limit
myself to the most promising criterion.
How do you tell what the situational references of a text are?—by
such indicators as deﬁnite descriptions, demonstratives, verb tenses,
adverbs of time and space. But the explicit situational indicators provided by the synoptic texts are unreliable if the ﬂuid-tradition theory
is accepted. For these explicit indicators, if taken at face value, indicate that all prophetic sayings are sayings of the earthly Jesus. For example, according to Matthew, Jesus gave the Sermon on the Mount
on a mountain to his disciples and the multitudes, and he did so some
time after he called his disciples and some time before he healed a
leper and cured the servant of a centurion. The situational indicators
provided here by the text must either be reinterpreted or set aside.
Once this is done, what situational indicators remain very likely will
be ambiguous, making the synoptic texts vulnerable to an interpretation in accord with the ﬂuid-tradition theory.
If Boring’s classiﬁcation system is employed, then we should anticipate that some sayings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount will
certainly be seen as the words of prophets speaking for him. And we
31. Boring, Sayings, 57.
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will be forced to conclude that the sermon was not delivered by Jesus
himself. To make my analysis more concrete, let me take up an example of how Boring decides that a saying attributed to Jesus in the
Sermon on the Mount was actually said by a Christian prophet. The
text is the last beatitude (Matthew 5:11–12), which reads as follows:
“Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and
shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice,
and be exceedingly glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so
persecuted they the prophets which were before you.”
This saying, Boring claims, derives from the church and not from
Jesus. “Unlike the ﬁrst three,” this beatitude “presupposes a church
situation in which persons are suﬀering because of their faith in Jesus as the Son of Man.” References to the person of Jesus and faith in
him “point to a post-Easter situation.” The last phrase of the beatitude
makes “clear that the saying comes from a time in which new prophets
have arisen, i.e., after Easter,” and that the hearers are “in the succession of the prophets.” The saying has “the tone of a proclamation in
the worship of the gathered, persecuted community” where prophets
speak “in the name of the risen Lord.”³²
Like the other beatitudes, Matthew 5:11–12 manifests material and
formal characteristics of prophetic speech. It is “formally a pronouncement of blessing”; “the basis of this pronouncement is obviously not
practical wisdom but prophetic revelation”; it contains the “prophetic
theme of persecution”; “the hearers seem to be addressed as members
of a community that numbers prophets in its midst”; these prophets
appear as living successors of “the prophets of Israel”; and this awareness of “being their successors . . . is typical of the Q-community.”³³
Whether the prophetic speech of the last beatitude consists of the words
of Jesus or the words of prophets speaking in the name of the risen Lord
depends on whether Boring has successfully shown that the saying derives from the early church and not from Jesus.
Is he successful? Well, it is not too diﬃcult to see that his account
of the last beatitude is a logical consequence of assuming a version
32. Boring, Sayings, 139, 140.
33. Ibid.
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of the ﬂuid-tradition theory. In particular, he assumes that the Sitz
im Leben of the early church helped determine the development of
this saying. The text by itself does not require his interpretation, even
though Boring says the beatitude “presupposes” the post-Easter situation of the early church and hence is derived from that situation and
not from Jesus himself. “Presupposed” is much too strong a term. The
indicators on which we usually rely in determining the situational
references of the written form of oral discourse—deﬁnite descriptions, verb tenses, demonstratives, adverbs of time and space—are too
oblique in the last beatitude. That saying presupposes the post-Easter
situation of the early church, as Boring claims, if the Sitz im Leben
hypothesis of a ﬂuid-tradition theory is assumed. But if a controlledtradition theory is assumed, one which holds that Jesus was deeply
aware of his divine nature and mission and the importance of his
saving message, then the last beatitude does not presuppose the postEaster situation of the early church.
Consider Matthew 5:11–12 once more. To whom does “they” refer in “so persecuted they the prophets”? Boring thinks “they” refers
to the synagogue during the post-Easter period.³⁴ Of course, in the
King James Version (KJV) “they” refers back to “men” in verse 11, and
in the Revised Standard Version (RSV) “they” in verse 12 is replaced
by “men” and refers back to “men” in verse 11. So both the KJV and
the RSV deprive the last beatitude of any speciﬁc reference to “they”
by which to locate the situation of suﬀering that the last beatitude is
about. The New English Bible (NEB), which is said to be more faithful
to the text, excludes any mention of “men” in verse 11. Thus the NEB
leaves “they” in verse 12 undeﬁned. Let’s stick with the NEB, since it
favors Boring’s position.
So in order to discover the situational reference of the beatitude,
we must consider the reference to persecution of the prophets at the
end of verse 12. Boring thinks that this reference is to a time when
new prophets have arisen in the church and that the hearers are in
the succession to the church prophets.³⁵ But the text does not require
34. Ibid., 139.
35. Ibid., 140.
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this interpretation. Reference to succession of the prophets could be
understood in terms of the well-established tradition that prophets
are often persecuted by people to whom they are sent. Or the reference
might even be to persecutions under way by the time John the Baptist was imprisoned and Jesus was “thrust out” of Nazareth. In either
case, Jesus, anticipating further suﬀering and persecution, may have
spoken the last beatitude to his disciples to prepare some of them for
their future roles as prophets in service to the church after his atoning
sacriﬁce.
Of course, all I have said assumes that the last “you” in verse 12
refers to Jesus’s disciples and not to the multitudes. There is some
ambiguity here, since the sermon begins with a reference to disciples
and ends with a reference to the multitudes. As W. D. Davies observes
concerning Matthew 5:15, “Like the rest of the SM, v.15 in Matthew is
addressed both to the crowds (v. 1a and vii. 28) and to the disciples.”³⁶
The sermon as recorded in 3 Nephi clears up this ambiguity (see 3 Nephi 12:1; 13:25; 14:1).
Boring also thinks that reference to faith in Jesus in the beatitude
points to a post-Easter situation.³⁷ But this reference could also ﬁt a
pre-Easter situation, unless Boring’s interpretation of other parts of
the saying are presupposed or we assume that the faith in Jesus referred to was not understood by him at the time of his ministry.
Enough has been said about naturalistic methodology and the sermon to illustrate that Russell’s attack on the Book of Mormon begs the
question, even if his attack had been as carefully crafted as Boring’s
account usually is. Against the background of my discussion, Russell’s
test for the Book of Mormon would read: we have good reason to doubt
the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon because the inclusion of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount in 3 Nephi does not square
with the ﬂuid-tradition account of its composition and transmission.
Against the background of my discussion, question-begging occurs
inasmuch as the conclusion that Jesus did not deliver the sermon, on
36. Davies, Setting of the Sermon on the Mount, 457.
37. Boring, Sayings, 139.
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which Russell’s challenge to the Book of Mormon depends, results from
assuming a naturalism, assuming the ﬂuid-tradition theory rather
than some version of the controlled-tradition theory, and employing a
classiﬁcation system that precludes rather than permits the possibility
that the sayings in the sermon attributed to Jesus by Matthew are the
actual sayings of the earthly Jesus. It should be mentioned that I have
only illustrated how this question-begging occurs. It would require a
much longer and more sophisticated work to analyze the problems of
employing modern historical methodology in explaining sacred texts
or even to critique in full a ﬂuid-tradition account of the Sermon on
the Mount.
Another Purpose for the Sermon in the Book of Mormon
We turn now to the last question of the paper: Why, according to
the Book of Mormon, was Matthew’s version of the Sermon on the
Mount included in 3 Nephi? It is one thing to show that Jesus could
have delivered the sermon to the people of Jerusalem but another
thing to explain why he would give it to the ancient Americans in
nearly the same words.
What does the Book of Mormon claim as its purpose? As is well
known, its purpose includes restoring parts of the gospel lost in the
formation of the Bible, establishing the truth of the Bible, convincing Jews and Gentiles that records of the prophets and apostles of the
Lamb are true, and making known that the Lamb of God is the Son of
the Eternal Father and the Savior of the world (see 2 Nephi 29; 1 Nephi 13). The ﬁrst two purposes imply that the truth and testimony of
the Bible have been corrupted; another witness is needed. The Book of
Mormon gives two reasons that help account for the corruption of the
Bible. One is that plain and precious things will be lost from the gospel
before the Bible “goeth forth unto all the nations of the Gentiles”(1 Nephi 13:29). Another reason, a more interesting one for our purposes,
is that after the Bible has gone forth, the “holy word of God” will be
“transﬁgured” by the interpretation of men (Mormon 8:33). This
transﬁguration of the Bible will take place during the time the Book of
Mormon goes forth to Jews and Gentiles (see Mormon 8:23–34).
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It is important that we understand what Moroni means by his reference to the transﬁgured word and how that reference is related to
the purpose of the Book of Mormon. Let me quote the key passage: “O
ye wicked and perverse and stiﬀnecked people, why have ye built up
churches unto yourselves to get gain? Why have ye transﬁgured the
holy word of God, that ye might bring damnation upon your souls? Behold, look ye unto the revelations of God; for behold, the time cometh
at that day when all these things must be fulﬁlled” (Mormon 8:33).
The textual context of this quotation is the situation in the world
that prevails when the Book of Mormon is brought forth. What this
verse does is divide a series of “come-in-a-day” passages that describe
the conditions under which the Book of Mormon will come forth from
a series of “behold” passages that are a call to repentance. The second
series repeats the themes of the ﬁrst series and expands upon them.
For example, in the ﬁrst series—the “come-in-a-day” passages—we
learn that when the Book of Mormon is brought forth “it shall be said
that miracles are done away” (Mormon 8:26). In the second series—
the “behold” passages—this point is repeated and greatly elaborated
in a call to repentance (Mormon 9). We have before us a chiasmus-like
structure.
Consider again Mormon 8:33. As I said, this verse divides the ﬁrst
and second series of passages. The ﬁrst sentence of the quotation repeats the content of the last passage of the ﬁrst series—building up
churches for gain—using the interrogative form. In this way, the ﬁrst
sentence helps introduce the call to repentance of the second series
using the content of the last verse of the ﬁrst series. The last sentence
in the quotation introduces the second set of passages in the same
way the ﬁrst set is introduced—by referring to the revelations of God
(Mormon 8:23, 33). The middle sentence, “Why have ye transﬁgured
the holy word of God, that ye might bring damnation upon your
souls?” is the keystone sentence to which all passages in both series
are ultimately related. It is the only sentence whose content, explicitly
or implicitly, is not a repeat of previous material and is not repeated
in material that follows. It stands as the pivotal sentence for all that
comes before and after it. The phrase holy word of God in that sentence
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refers to the revelations mentioned at the beginning of each series of
verses and provides the link between the two series. It is these revelations that have been “transﬁgured.”
Both references (in each series) to the revelations of God are to
the word of God in the Bible, particularly to the prophecies of Isaiah.
Moroni draws out the pure meaning of certain biblical revelations,
which refer to the coming forth of the Book of Mormon, and then
reaﬃrms them prophetically, saying “the Lord hath shown unto me
[these same] great and marvelous things” (Mormon 8:34). In this way,
through the prophet Moroni, the Book of Mormon fulﬁlls its purpose
as a second witness to the Bible and in particular to what the Bible says
about the Book of Mormon.
What Mormon tells us about transﬁguring the word of God is
a type with many tokens. By the day in which the Book of Mormon
comes forth, the transﬁguration of the Bible will have seriously distorted its meaning and undermined its authority. My discussion in
the last section illustrates the transﬁguring eﬀect of a ﬂuid-tradition
account of the sayings of Jesus. What is at stake in such an account is
the reliability of the New Testament as the historical foundation of
Christian faith. To concede that many of the sayings of Jesus are simply products of the early church, written in response to the post-Easter
situation, tends to weaken convictions about the authority of the Gospels. But convictions will be strengthened if we conclude that Jesus
commanded that his saving word be preserved and also that written
sources were used in composing the Gospels. In short, it cannot be denied that if the witness of the Gospels taken at face value is true, then
Bible scholarship, when unﬂinchingly carried out under the direction
of a naturalistic methodology or in accord with the ﬂuid-tradition
theory, has indeed transﬁgured the word.
It is not diﬃcult to see, then, why Matthew’s version of the Sermon
on the Mount might well be included in 3 Nephi. By delivering the
sermon in the same words as in Matthew, Jesus made it possible for
the Book of Mormon to fulﬁll its purpose in a dramatic and singular
way. The inclusion of Matthew’s sermon precisely fulﬁlls the purpose
of the Book of Mormon in a world in which the original word of God
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has been seriously transﬁgured. In light of the eﬀect of that transﬁguration on the sayings of Jesus, it is ﬁtting that the sermon in Matthew be
given in the same words in 3 Nephi. Jesus did the perfect thing, in view
of New Testament scholarship, to falsify the ﬂuid-tradition theory and
conﬁrm a controlled-tradition view of his sayings. I see in what he did
a splendid example of divine irony.
What the Book of Mormon tells us about the sermon being in the
“same words” is also striking. Every student of the Book of Mormon is
conversant with the passage in 2 Nephi that reads: “Know ye not that
the testimony of two nations is a witness unto you that I am God, that
I remember one nation like unto another? Wherefore, I speak the same
words unto one nation like unto another. And when the two nations
shall run together the testimony of the two nations shall run together
also” (2 Nephi 29:8). I do not suggest, of course, that the term same
words in the above passage always means literally the same words in
every context. But sometimes the term means that, and one of those
times is when the sermon was given by Jesus to the Nephites. The reason I am so conﬁdent is that the phrase same words receives explicit
deﬁnition in 3 Nephi with reference to the sermon itself.
After Jesus delivered the sermon, in nearly the same words as in
Matthew, that same sermon was given by the Nephite twelve, again
literally in the same words, to those not present the ﬁrst time. Mormon made sure in his narrative that later readers would know about
this literal repetition of the sermon by explicitly deﬁning in what
sense the sermon was given a second time in the “same words.” Mormon tells us that the Nephite twelve, under the command of Jesus,
“ministered those same words which Jesus had spoken,” including
the sermon, and then he makes sure we do not misunderstand him
by adding “nothing varying from the words which Jesus had spoken”
(3 Nephi 19:8). Clearly, Mormon too was duty bound to record the
sermon in his compilation in the same words as it came from Jesus,
“nothing varying.”³⁸
38. Two observations should be made in passing. First, the sermon is an integral part
of the sayings and works of Jesus in 3 Nephi, and if it were not there, his message to the
Nephites would be incomplete. Second, the sermon is an integral part of the moral theory
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Let me review parts of this discussion of the purpose of the Book
of Mormon and draw out some obvious but important implications
in anticipation of devising a test of its authenticity. First, the Book of
Mormon anticipates that the Bible will be corrupted partly because it
has been transﬁgured by the interpretations of men. Second, the Book
of Mormon presents itself as a second witness in this situation and
reaﬃrms the original word in its purity. The implication is that the
Book of Mormon and the transﬁgured word are at odds. And third, it
will fulﬁll its purpose by being brought forth in the form of an ancient
text that contains the holy word of God.
These three points cannot be separated in a consideration of
the nature of the Book of Mormon. If it had no purpose to fulﬁll,
there would be no point to its being an ancient text. But if the Book
of Mormon is not an ancient, sacred text, then it cannot fulﬁll its
self-declared purpose. And if the historical situation for fulﬁlling
its purpose did not materialize, then its purpose would be stillborn
and its existence as an ancient, sacred text would be somewhat of
an anomaly. For the Book of Mormon to be true as claimed, these
three conditions must exist together. They constitute key parts of the
book’s explanation of itself.
Those who argue against the claims of the Book of Mormon must
give an alternative account of why the Book of Mormon exists. They
must explain away one or more of the three points of the Book of
Mormon’s purpose. Russell, as we know, challenges the claim that the
book is an ancient text. If that challenge were to succeed, it would be
suﬃcient to show that the book is not true in the sense claimed. What
the test of the Book of Mormon’s historical authenticity comes down
to, then, is which account of its origin can ultimately succeed.
What historical test should we devise for choosing between these
opposing explanations of the Book of Mormon? In answering this
question, we should keep several points in mind. First, the Book of
and wider gospel of the Book of Mormon. Indeed, putting the sermon in the Book of
Mormon constitutes an interpretation that reveals its profound unity, which is otherwise
diﬃcult to discern. But it would take a book-length discussion to support this claim. That
is why I mention it only in passing.
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Mormon tells us that there will be opposition to it in the latter-day
world. Some of this opposition helps create the situation in which the
book can fulﬁll its purpose. So any test of the book’s authenticity must
not assume or imply that the occurrence of the anticipated opposition automatically counts against the book. For example, the Book of
Mormon indicates that certain latter-day interpretations of the Bible
(in this case, on the part of Bible scholars) will transﬁgure it. This
implies that the Book of Mormon and these interpretations will be
in conﬂict since part of its purpose is to reconﬁrm the original, uncorrupted Bible. To make the occurrence of this conﬂict a test of the
book’s validity is tantamount to assuming that the book is not true
because if the Book of Mormon does not square with Bible scholarship, then those using this test have good reason to doubt it. And even
if the book were to square with Bible scholarship, those applying the
test also have good reason to doubt it, because then the book is inconsistent with the fulﬁllment of its own purpose. Such an arbitrary test
makes it impossible for the Book of Mormon to win.
Second, those devising a historical test of the Book of Mormon
should keep in mind that the book itself is the subject of the opposing
accounts to be tested—the Book of Mormon’s own account of itself and
alternative accounts of it. This situation is diﬀerent from one in which
two competing theories explain some phenomenon separate from either of them. In the case of explaining the Book of Mormon, the book
accounts for itself and for the opposition to it on the one hand, and on
the other hand the book itself is the subject of an account by a theory
or theories that the book anticipates will oppose it. This state of aﬀairs
may tempt us to devise a test that automatically makes any opposing
explanation of the Book of Mormon a conﬁrmation of it. (Such a test
would make falsiﬁcation of the book impossible.) In short, any test of
the authenticity of the Book of Mormon must not make its falsiﬁcation or conﬁrmation impossible.
Let me now suggest in outline a historical test of the Book of Mormon’s authenticity that does not beg the question. The test provides a
basis for choosing between the book’s own account of itself and any
opposing account of it. It should be remembered that any opposing
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account must explain the book’s account of itself. Accordingly, the
content of the test should make reference to what the book is all about,
including what it tells us about itself. The content of the test will consist of three parts:
a. The Book of Mormon claims to be an ancient, sacred text
compiled in order to deliver God’s holy word to the people of the last
days. This is a very complex claim indeed. That the book claims to be
an ancient document implies that it will possess the characteristics
of such a document. And that it claims to be a sacred text containing
God’s word indicates that it will present an intricate prophetic view
of the world and of man’s relation to God within it, particularly the
world of the latter days. Both of these claims make the book susceptible to many subtle tests.
b. The Book of Mormon claims that the Bible as a witness of
God’s work will be in certain diﬃculties in the last days, due in part
to the transﬁguring eﬀect of Bible scholarship. Here we have another
complex claim. To unravel what the book means by the transﬁgured
word by itself is a formidable task that includes having a knowledge of
contemporary Bible scholarship and commentary.
c. The Book of Mormon claims that it represents a solution to
the Bible’s diﬃculty, which means, among other things, that it was
brought forth by the hand of God to reaﬃrm the original, unchanged
word and, consequently, that it will be at odds with the transﬁgured
word.
With (a) through (c) before us, the test of the Book of Mormon’s
authenticity is this: The Book of Mormon is authentic only if its claims
(a), (b), and (c) are all true. If claims (a), (b), and (c) are true, then
there is good reason, but not conclusive reason, to accept its claim of
authenticity. But if any of these claims is not true, then the Book of
Mormon is not authentic.
Of course, in this paper I have not tried to argue that the Book of
Mormon does fulﬁll conditions (a) through (c), only that opponents
of the Book of Mormon have not made their case. However, I am convinced that opponents of the Book of Mormon do not understand
how strong the case is that has already been made on the book’s be-

RUSSELL, “HISTORICITY OF THE BOOK OF MORMON” (SORENSEN) • 145

half. The book is a much more formidable opponent than they make
it out to be.
Let’s compare Russell’s test of the Book of Mormon’s historical
authenticity with the test just proposed. According to Russell’s test
in the argument I critiqued, there is reason to doubt the historical
authenticity of the Book of Mormon if it is inconsistent with the ﬂuidtradition theory of the traditions of Jesus. As is apparent, Russell’s test
and my test are inconsistent with one another. My test indicates that,
if authentic, the Book of Mormon and the transﬁguring interpretation
of the Bible will be at odds, and if this were not the case, then opponents of the book would have reason to reject its claim to be true. But
Russell claims that because the Book of Mormon is at odds with the
ﬂuid-tradition theory of the New Testament, it should be rejected.
As I have shown, it is not enough for Russell simply to show that
the Book of Mormon and biblical scholarship are at odds; he must
show further that this counts against and not for the Book of Mormon.
It is possible to do this; the book is not logically immune to attack under my test. But Russell simply assumed that such disagreement automatically undercuts the Book of Mormon; by making this assumption
a basic premise in his argument, he begs an important question.
Appendix
Could Jesus have delivered the Sermon on the Mount as it is recorded in Matthew? The following reasons oﬀer cumulative support
for an aﬃrmative answer.
1. Whether we think Jesus may have delivered the sermon as
found in Matthew depends on what we believe about him. There are
several opposing views. One is that Jesus was aware of his divine nature and mission of atonement; he understood that only through him
could mankind be saved, and hence he saw to it that his message to
the world was passed on with great care. Another view sees Jesus as a
charismatic leader who used the oral medium and did not speak with
a conscious regard for literary retention. “As oral performer he had
neither need nor use for textual aids, nor did he speak with an eye
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toward textual preservation.”³⁹ The Jesus of the ﬁrst view could have
given the sermon recorded in Matthew.
2. Whether Jesus might have delivered the Sermon on the Mount
depends on how his close followers, especially the apostles and the author of Matthew, regarded him. Birger Gerhardsson is worth quoting
at length on this point:
We know how great was the reverence accorded to the leaders
of the early Church—“the three pillars” or “the twelve”—by
the Christians of the ﬁrst century. . . . But when these great
men come to be compared with Jesus Christ, then no more
is heard of their authority, their maturity, their knowledge,
their wisdom and their insight. Never for one moment are
we allowed to forget the distance between the “only” teacher
and these others. In the Gospels we see that only Jesus gave
positive teaching; “the twelve” are mentioned, as his disciples,
servants and messengers, but never as mediators of their own
teaching. The Evangelists are only interested in mediating the
words and works of Jesus; the traditionalists have nothing to
say—not even in passing—about any creative contribution
made by a Peter, a James or a John to the teaching of Jesus
Christ. . . . It would be well to keep this in mind in face of
skeptical scholars’ attempts to show that the tradition of Jesus
is a free compilation on the part of the early Church: that they
took up sayings which were in circulation, and placed them in
the mouth of Jesus; that they themselves freely created “sayings of Jesus”; that they projected sayings of early Christian
prophets back into the life of Jesus; and the like.⁴⁰
3. It is reasonable to believe that some among the close companions of Jesus had the ability to record his sayings. The world of Jesus
was literate to a high degree. Indeed, as C. H. Roberts explains, “writ39. Werner H. Kelber, The Oral and the Written Gospel: The Hermeneutics of Speaking and Writing in the Synoptic Tradition, Mark, Paul, and Q (Philadelphia: Fortress,
1983), 19.
40. Gerhardsson, Tradition and Transmission, 42–43.
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ing was an essential accompaniment of life at almost all levels to an
extent without parallel in living memory.”⁴¹
4. Jesus and his followers belonged to a culture that, as noted
earlier, had a deeply rooted tradition of preserving the sacred texts
in word-perfect form. Writes Roberts, “The strictest rules governed
the handling, the reading and the copying of the Law. Multiplication
of copies by dictation was not allowed; each scroll had to be copied
directly from another scroll; oﬃcial copies, until A.D. 70 derived ultimately from a master copy in the Temple, were kept at ﬁrst in a cupboard in each synagogue, later in a room adjoining it. The cupboard
faced towards Jerusalem, and the rolls within it were the most holy
objects in the synagogue.”⁴²
The general attitude of the early church toward the sacred writings
of “the new dispensation was much the same.”⁴³ So it is unlikely that
the Christian community of the ﬁrst century would have “studiously
refrained from putting into writing traditions of the life and teaching
of Jesus for the ﬁrst thirty years of its existence.”⁴⁴
5. If the above points are sound, then it is very plausible that
if any sayings of Jesus were preserved as they came from his mouth,
then the words of the sermon were. Klaus Koch, who incidentally does
not accept the conclusion I am defending, admits that if there were
“recognised bearers of tradition,” then it is to be “assumed that the
wording of the sayings and stories was meticulously preserved.”⁴⁵ He
continues, “In the New Testament the Beatitudes, the Lord’s Prayer,
and the logia of Jesus as a whole retained a much more ﬁxed form than
the descriptions of what Jesus did, or of the apostles’ experiences.”⁴⁶
41. C. H. Roberts, “Books in the Graeco-Roman World and in the New Testament,”
in The Cambridge History of the Bible, ed. P. R. Ackroyd and C. F. Evans (Cambridge:
University Press, 1970), 1:48. See Pistis Sophia, 58–61.
42. Roberts, “Books in the Graeco-Roman World,” 49–50.
43. Ibid., 50.
44. David Wenham, “Source Criticism,” in New Testament Interpretations, 139.
45. Klaus Koch, The Growth of the Biblical Tradition: The Form-Critical Method (New
York: Scribner’s Sons, 1969), 88.
46. Koch, Growth of the Biblical Tradition, 91.
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6. In Matthew the Sermon on the Mount is explicitly attributed
to Jesus. This should count for something, given the other observations already made.
7. Finally, the inclusion of the Sermon on the Mount in the Book
of Mormon reveals to the careful and discerning student the profound
and intricate unity of the sermon. It is highly plausible that Jesus himself gave the sermon.
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enerally, teachers and students begin their study of the Book of
Mormon with the phrase “I, Nephi, having been born of goodly
parents,” perhaps without giving much thought to the historical context
into which Nephi and his father, Lehi, were born. This is unfortunate
because students can proﬁt greatly from studying the history, archaeology, literature, and culture of Judea in the period immediately preceding Lehi and his family’s departure into the wilderness. Glimpses
of Lehi’s Jerusalem is an important book that succeeds admirably in
helping us understand and visualize the world in which Lehi and Nephi lived. Focus on Jerusalem is important because once Lehi and his
family board the ship to the new promised land, it becomes much
more diﬃcult to establish where events described in the Book of Mormon took place and even more diﬃcult to grasp their cultural setting. Although signiﬁcant work has been done on proposing possible
ancient American settings for the Book or Mormon (particularly by

Review of John W. Welch, David Rolph Seely, and Jo Ann H. Seely,
eds. Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem. Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004. xvi +
669 pp., with suggestions for further reading and subject index.
$29.95.
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John L. Sorenson),¹ we are still in the realm of speculation. For this
reason, an examination of Jerusalem and the Old World in testing the
claims of the Book of Mormon can be particularly useful because we
believe we know where events took place.²
Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem begins by serving up a culturegram
about Jerusalem. John Welch and Robert Hunt oﬀer basic information in a readable style, in the tradition of the culturegrams provided
by the Kennedy Center at Brigham Young University or of one of the
many visitor guidebooks so familiar to travelers. This is followed by
an annotated list of biblical ﬁgures and political ﬁgures from Judah,
Assyria, Babylonia, and Egypt active during the period under consideration. David Seely and Robert Hunt introduce these individuals to
the reader who may not have been familiar with them previously. For
those who are more conversant with these historical ﬁgures, the list
serves as a quick reference with a handy chronological chart that has
been reprinted on the back endpapers.
Jo Ann Seely’s photo essay provides beautiful color photographs
that illustrate many points in the text and help the reader visualize
life in ancient Israel. The photo essay is followed by a most interesting
study by Jeﬀrey Chadwick in which he uses textual, historical, and archaeological evidence, as well as common sense, to establish in which
district of Jerusalem Lehi and his family may have lived and where
Lehi’s “land of inheritance” was located. I found Chadwick’s arguments compelling and agree with most of his conclusions. This is an
example of the best type of research that can be done on the Book of
Mormon.
1. John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1985, 1996); see John Clark, “Searching for Book
of Mormon Lands in Middle America,” and Matthew Roper, “Limited Geography and
the Book of Mormon: Historical Antecedents and Early Interpretations,” both in this
number of the FARMS Review, pages 225–75.
2. See, for example, Warren P. Aston and Michaela Knoth Aston, In the Footsteps of
Lehi: New Evidence for Lehi’s Journey across Arabia to Bountiful (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book, 1994); Warren P. Aston, “Newly Found Altars from Nahom,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 10/2 (2001): 56–61; and S. Kent Brown, “New Light from Arabia on Lehi’s
Trail,” in Echoes and Evidences of the Book of Mormon, ed. Donald W. Parry, Daniel C.
Peterson, and John W. Welch (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002), 55–125.
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In “A Woman’s World in Lehi’s Jerusalem,” Ariel Bybee paints a
picture of the various roles women would have played in Israelite and
Nephite societies. Working with limited textual evidence, she explains
the economic, social, and educational responsibilities that Sariah and
other Nephite women would have carried out.
Terry Ball and Wilford Hess bring their expertise as botanists to
bear on the question of agriculture among the Nephites. Nephi reports that the group brought various seeds of grain and fruit with
them from the Old World to the New (1 Nephi 8:1). In this technical chapter, Ball and Hess examine the various types of plants that
would have been available to Lehi and his family in Jerusalem for the
trip. They suggest that the Nephites would also have encountered and
made use of new crops in their adopted homeland. This chapter also
clariﬁes the agricultural terms presented in the Book of Mormon.
Dana Pike contributes a solid survey of the inscriptional evidence
from Judah, including photographs of some of the more signiﬁcant
inscriptions. He includes two appendixes that provide sources for further research. The most surprising aspect of these inscriptions is the
lack of evidence for worship of other gods. As Pike explains, this may
indicate that the prophetic proscription against polytheistic worship
may have been directed toward speciﬁc segments of the population
rather than toward the inhabitants of Judah in general.
In “Nephi’s Written Language and the Standard Biblical Hebrew
of 600 B.C.,” William Adams addresses the question of what language
the Book of Mormon prophets used to write on the plates that Joseph
Smith received. The two most likely options are that (1) the authors
wrote in Hebrew using a reformed Egyptian script, or (2) both the
script and the language were reformed Egyptian. Adams prefers the
ﬁrst possibility and presents several linguistic features that support
this conclusion. I also believe that the Book of Mormon authors wrote
in Hebrew, but I think that the language they used may have been
inﬂuenced by contact with groups that spoke other languages. For example, the people of Zarahemla became the numerically dominant
portion of the Nephites. They had originally spoken Hebrew, but it
had become corrupted to the point that the Nephites were not able to
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understand them (Omni 1:17). Although they adopted the language of
Mosiah, the language they spoke certainly had some inﬂuence on the
spoken language of the Nephites. The Lamanites and even the written
language of the Jaredites may have had similar eﬀects. Unfortunately,
it may be impossible to determine to what degree these various groups
inﬂuenced spoken Nephite.
In two separate chapters, John Thompson and John Gee elucidate
the function Egyptian culture, history, and language played in Jerusalem in Lehi’s day and subsequently among the Nephites. As a Semitist,
I have often focused on the Hebrew and Mesopotamian inﬂuences and
underestimated the importance Egypt played in the lives of Lehi and
his family. These chapters illustrate the importance of Egypt when
considering the source of Nephite culture.
Chapters by Aaron Schade and John Gee outline the political and
military history of Israel and the surrounding nations around the
time of Lehi. These are important chapters that give the reader the
needed understanding of the world situation at the beginning of the
Book of Mormon.
The volume editors contribute two chapters that examine Lehi’s
life. The ﬁrst, by the Seelys, is a reprint of an article originally published in the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies entitled “Lehi and Jeremiah: Prophets, Priests, and Patriarchs.”³ They compare and contrast
the careers and messages of Lehi and his contemporary, Jeremiah. In
the second, Welch examines word by word the account of the prophetic calling of Lehi and shows how this account is consistent with
prophetic traditions in Jerusalem at that time.
In “Sacred History, Covenants, and the Messiah: The Religious
Background of the World of Lehi,” David Seely places Lehi and his
family in the religious context of the Old Testament. He explains the
importance of various religious beliefs and practices, particularly the
signiﬁcance of covenants in the life of Lehi as an Israelite.
John Welch examines the trial of Jeremiah described in Jeremiah
26 and shows how it may have had an eﬀect on the judicial traditions
3. Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 8/1 (1999): 24–35.
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among the Nephites in the New World. He argues that Lehi may have
witnessed the proceeding, but even if he hadn’t, he certainly would
have been aware of it and carried many of the legal traditions as part of
the cultural baggage from the Old World to the new promised land.
The book includes the text of a forum address Margaret Barker
delivered on 6 May 2003 at Brigham Young University. Her address
was part of a week-long seminar in which she presented her ideas regarding the Old Testament to several faculty members. Some Latterday Saints have enthusiastically championed Barker’s reconstruction
of preexilic Israelite worship because they see similarities to some
aspects of Latter-day Saint ritual and doctrine.⁴ In the chapter “The
Temple, the Monarchy, and Wisdom: Lehi’s World and the Scholarship of Margaret Barker,” Kevin Christensen oﬀers a summary of
Barker’s ideas and compares them with similar concepts found in the
Book of Mormon. I will address a key element of Barker’s reading of
the Old Testament that is the theme of her contribution to this book:
her position on Josiah’s reforms.
Barker claims that Josiah’s reforms (and those of Hezekiah before him) destroyed a previous form of worship that had existed in
Israel since the time of Abraham. Elements of this older form of
worship include an emphasis on a “tree of life,” which she identiﬁes
as a particular form of the menorah, worship of a female counterpart to God, and an emphasis on wisdom. Barker argues that while
Josiah and those who supported him tried to stamp out this older
form of worship, it survived underground and now can be found in
4. For example, see Daniel C. Peterson, “Nephi and His Asherah: A Note on 1 Nephi
11:8–23,” in Mormons, Scripture, and the Ancient World: Studies in Honor of John L. Sorenson, ed. Davis Bitton (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998), 191–243; Peterson, “Nephi and His
Asherah,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 9/2 (2000): 16–25; Peterson, “‘Ye Are Gods’:
Psalm 82 and John 10 as Witnesses to the Divine Nature of Humankind,” in The Disciple
As Scholar: Essays on Scripture and the Ancient World in Honor of Richard Lloyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W. Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges (Provo, UT: FARMS,
2000), 471–594; and Kevin Christensen, “Paradigms Regained: A Survey of Margaret
Barker’s Scholarship and Its Signiﬁcance for Mormon Studies,” FARMS Occasional Papers 2 (2001). Other Latter-day Saint authors who have cited Barker include M. Catherine Thomas, Kevin Barney, John A. Tvedtnes, Ross David Baron, Mark Thomas, Eugene
Seaich, William J. Hamblin, Kerry Shirts, and Terryl L. Givens.
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numerous apocryphal and pseudepigraphical writings from which
she often quotes to support her view.
There is no doubt that the reigns of Hezekiah and Josiah brought
changes in the beliefs and rituals of Judah. We must, however, ask
whether or not these changes were approved of God. Barker addresses
this issue by citing the refugees from Jerusalem (Jeremiah 44:16–19),
who blamed the destruction of Jerusalem on the fact that they had
stopped burning incense and worshipping the queen of heaven. Barker
asserts that the reason these people had ceased these practices is because Josiah’s reforms had prohibited them. The prophet Jeremiah responded to the refugees by explaining that in fact Jerusalem had been
destroyed because
the Lord could no longer bear, because of the evil of your doings, and because of the abominations which ye have committed; therefore is your land a desolation, and an astonishment,
and a curse, without an inhabitant, as at this day. Because ye
have burned incense, and because ye have sinned against the
Lord, and have not obeyed the voice of the Lord, nor walked
in his law, nor in his statutes, nor in his testimonies; therefore this evil is happened unto you, as at this day. (Jeremiah
44:22–23)
It seems to me that Jeremiah supported the changes Josiah had made.
Should we follow the prophet Jeremiah’s view on this matter or that
of the exiles?
To further evaluate Barker’s claims, we must ﬁrst understand the
relationship between Josiah’s reforms and the book of Deuteronomy
and the Deuteronomistic history. It is generally accepted that Deuteronomy or a portion thereof was the book that was found during
the refurbishing of the temple during Josiah’s reign and that it was
crucial to the reforms he instituted.⁵ There are a number of reasons
for this: (1) Deuteronomy identiﬁes itself as the book of law (28:58, 61;
5. See for example Moshe Weinfeld, “Deuteronomy, Book of,” in The Anchor Bible
Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 2:168–83. Barker
agrees with this point of view (p. 521).
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29:21; 30:10); (2) it has been suggested that the cursings in the book of
the law found in Josiah’s day (2 Kings 22:16) are those found in Deuteronomy 28; and (3) the reforms enacted by Josiah reﬂect the laws
stated in Deuteronomy. Many scholars have further seen a close connection between the book of Deuteronomy and the books known as
the “Former Prophets” (Joshua–2 Kings) and have designated this the
“Deuteronomistic History.”⁶
Furthermore, some have seen a relationship between the prophet
Jeremiah and the book of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic history. Richard Friedman, for example, has recently suggested that Baruch, Jeremiah’s scribe, should be identiﬁed as the Deuteronomist because of the similarity of the language and religious ideas in Jeremiah
and Deuteronomy and in the Deuteronomistic history.⁷
Now with a basic understanding of the relationship between Josiah and his reforms, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic history,
and the prophet Jeremiah, we should examine Josiah’s reforms from
the perspective of the Book of Mormon. Although Josiah is not mentioned in the Book of Mormon, I believe we can obtain an idea of
how its authors may have felt about those reforms. We should ﬁrst
start by pointing out that Nephi quoted approvingly from the book
of Deuteronomy:
And the Lord will surely prepare a way for his people,
unto the fulﬁlling of the words of Moses, which he spake, saying: A prophet shall the Lord your God raise up unto you, like
unto me; him shall ye hear in all things whatsoever he shall
say unto you. And it shall come to pass that all those who will
not hear that prophet shall be cut oﬀ from among the people.
(1 Nephi 22:20)
6. See Steven L. McKenzie, “Deuteronomistic History,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary,
160–68. An example of the positive evaluation that the Deuteronomistic historian gives
Josiah can be seen in 2 Kings 23:25: “And like unto him was there no king before him,
that turned to the Lord with all his heart, and with all his soul, and with all his might,
according to all the law of Moses; neither after him arose there any like him.”
7. Richard Elliott Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? 2nd ed. (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1997), 146–47.
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This same passage (Deuteronomy 18:15) is also quoted at a later time
in the Book of Mormon, this time by the resurrected Christ who identiﬁed himself as the prophet of whom Moses was speaking (3 Nephi
20:23). Certainly Nephi and the other authors of the Book of Mormon
regarded Deuteronomy as authoritative scripture.
As mentioned above, an important theme in Deuteronomy is
alternate blessings or curses determined by the righteousness of the
people. This theme not only ties Deuteronomy to the book of the law
found during the refurbishing of the temple in Josiah’s day but may
also link it with the Book of Mormon. Lehi was born in Jerusalem and
had dwelt there “all his days” (1 Nephi 1:4). He was likely a husband
and father of young children during Josiah’s reforms. If we are to believe 2 Kings 23:2, he was present at the reading of the book of the
law that formed the basis of those reforms. I believe that Lehi would
have taken these reforms to heart and done his best to teach them to
his children. This may explain why one of the central themes of the
Book of Mormon is this idea of alternate blessings or curses, depending on the righteousness of the people. Nephi reports that the Lord
told him:
And inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments, ye
shall prosper, and shall be led to a land of promise; yea, even
a land which I have prepared for you; yea, a land which is
choice above all other lands. And inasmuch as thy brethren
shall rebel against thee, they shall be cut oﬀ from the presence
of the Lord. (1 Nephi 2:20–21)
Forms of this passage appear no less than ﬁfteen times in the Book of
Mormon (1 Nephi 4:14; 17:13; 2 Nephi 1:9, 20; 4:4; Jarom 1:9; Omni
1:6; Alma 9:13–14; 36:1, 30; 37:13; 38:1; 48:15, 25; 50:20). Certainly
this Deuteronomistic idea was prominent in the Book of Mormon.⁸
I believe that the reforms of Josiah may also be partially responsible for Nephi’s love and respect for Moses. It is clear that Moses was
8. This is in contrast to Kevin Christensen, who thinks that Lehi and his descendents rejected Josiah’s reforms (p. 451).
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an important ﬁgure in Nephi’s life. For example, as he and his brothers hid in the cavity of a rock, he encouraged his brothers with the
following exhortation: “Therefore let us go up; let us be strong like
unto Moses” (1 Nephi 4:2).⁹ Since Deuteronomy, the center of Josiah’s
reform, was presented as being “the words which Moses spake unto
all Israel on this side Jordan in the wilderness” (Deuteronomy 1:1) and
Lehi embraced the reforms, Moses became an important ﬁgure in his
life and in his teachings to his family. Nephi would have developed a
strong love and respect for Moses from the teachings of his father.
Finally, the Book of Mormon views Jeremiah—who, as we have
seen, was sympathetic to the reforms of Josiah—in a positive light.
We are told that the plates of brass contained “many prophecies which
have been spoken by the mouth of Jeremiah” (1 Nephi 5:13) and that
Jerusalem had been destroyed because the people had “rejected the
prophets, and Jeremiah have they cast into prison” (1 Nephi 7:14).
But how can we explain, as Barker has pointed out, that some
rituals and objects approved among the patriarchs were later prohibited in Josiah’s reforms? We can answer this question by examining
a speciﬁc object and see what happened to it through the process of
time. The object we shall examine is the serpent of brass that Moses
prepared during the exodus to heal those Israelites who had been bitten by “ﬁery serpents” (Numbers 21:6). Certainly this was initially an
object approved of God and his prophets. Nephi even saw it as a type
of Christ: “And as many as should look upon that serpent should live,
even so as many as should look upon the Son of God with faith, having a contrite spirit, might live, even unto that life which is eternal”
(Helaman 8:15).
However, it seems that with the passage of time, the Israelites began to worship this object. Thus, as part of Hezekiah’s reforms: “He
removed the high places, and brake the images, and cut down the
groves, and brake in pieces the brasen serpent that Moses had made:
9. See Terrence L. Szink, “Nephi and the Exodus,” in Rediscovering the Book of
Mormon, ed. John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
FARMS, 1991), 38-51, where I argue that Nephi used Moses’s account of the exodus as a
model for writing his own wilderness experience.
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for unto those days the children of Israel did burn incense to it: and
he called it Nehushtan” (2 Kings 18:4). This change in the way the
Israelites viewed the brass serpent and other objects and rituals most
likely came about because of their contact with the religious practices
of surrounding peoples, as warned of in Deuteronomy (see, for example, Deuteronomy 12:29–32). This inclination of the later Israelites to
extend worship to objects or beings other than God may also explain
the tendency noted by Barker of the Deuteronomist to downplay the
role of angelic messengers. The Deuteronomist may have been worried
that angels could have become the objects of adoration by the Israelites. In short, I believe the evidence that Barker cites to support her
position on Josiah’s reforms can be explained using a diﬀerent model
in which those reforms can be seen in a positive light, and I think that
the Book of Mormon supports this model.
Bruce Satterﬁeld uses the writings of Jeremiah and Ezekiel to
demonstrate why the Lord was justiﬁed in destroying Jerusalem. He
shows that according to the prophets cited, the inhabitants of Jerusalem had lost the spirit, rejected the prophets, and refused to repent
and that any reformation was only a surface change without the necessary inward change; thus their destruction was warranted.
In a chapter entitled “How Could Jerusalem ‘That Great City,’ Be
Destroyed?” David Seely and Fred Woods explain not only why Jerusalem merited destruction but also how the inhabitants could fool
themselves into believing that God would preserve them. Nephi’s description of Laman and Lemuel’s self-deception ﬁts in well with what
Seely and Woods demonstrate was a prevalent mind-set in Jerusalem
at the time.
Jeﬀrey Thompson and John Welch draw comparisons between
the mysterious and faithful Rechabites of whom the prophet Jeremiah
spoke in Jeremiah 35 and Lehi’s family, who lived in tents. The Rechabites abstained from alcohol and were seminomadic, living in tents.
Thompson and Welch point out that the oft-recurring phrase my father dwelt in a tent in 1 Nephi may convey a social signiﬁcance.
In “Jerusalem Connections to Arabia in 600 B.C.,” Kent Brown
examines the Israelite presence in Arabia at the time of Lehi and his
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family’s wilderness journey. He concludes that although there were
native groups there who had contact with the Assyrian military prior
to Lehi and that there is evidence for a much later Israelite population, Lehi and his family were essentially pioneers who certainly encountered others while on the journey but for the most part probably
avoided such contact.
In conclusion, I feel that this book makes a solid contribution to
the study of the Book of Mormon in an area that, although not completely ignored in the past, certainly deserves our attention. Although
there is not complete agreement on every detail, I believe the contributors have brought to light a fairly complete picture of the Jerusalem of
Lehi’s day that above all is consistent with what the Book of Mormon
says about it.
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D

avid P. Wright’s article is essentially a critique of my rather
lengthy study “Isaiah Variants in the Book of Mormon.”¹ An
earlier version of Wright’s article has been available on the Internet for
a few years, but its revision and publication in American Apocrypha
prompted me to write this review of Wright’s work.²
The publication of Royal Skousen’s research on the textual history
of the Book of Mormon not long before Wright’s article appeared in
print makes available for the ﬁrst time typescripts of the extant original
and complete printer’s manuscripts of the Book of Mormon, including
1. Originally available in 1983, my “Isaiah Variants in the Book of Mormon” was published in Isaiah and the Prophets: Inspired Voices from the Old Testament, ed. Monte S. Nyman
(Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1984), 165–77.
2. While I do not reject all of Wright’s arguments, I ﬁnd some of them insigniﬁcant.
For example, he protests too much when he minimizes version support for the addition
of the conjunction and in some Isaiah passages quoted in the Book of Mormon and then
places emphasis on other matters that are truly minimal.

Review of David P. Wright. “Isaiah in the Book of Mormon: Or Joseph Smith in Isaiah.” In American Apocrypha: Essays on the Book
of Mormon, 157–234. Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002. xvii +
368 pp. $21.95.
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emendations made in the manuscripts themselves.³ Skousen’s work is
invaluable as a means of correcting both my earlier study of the Isaiah
variants and Wright’s assumptions about those variants.
My study of the Isaiah variants was prompted by an unpublished
paper by Arthur Chris Eccel that had been circulated during the late
1960s at the University of Utah. Eccel argues that the variations in the
Isaiah texts cited in the Book of Mormon were made by Joseph Smith,
whom he had come to regard as the author of the book. He contends
that the distribution of the variants suggested that Joseph made more
changes when he ﬁrst began his work and that, as he wearied of trying to modify the Isaiah text, fewer and fewer variants appeared in
his dictation of the Book of Mormon. My study demonstrated that
Eccel was wrong and that many of the Isaiah variants in the Nephite
record found support in ancient versions of the biblical text. Since that
time, it has been argued that, following the loss of the 116 pages of
dictation by Martin Harris, Joseph returned to the translation at the
point where he had left oﬀ—the book of Mosiah—and that the records
on the small plates of Nephi (1 Nephi through Words of Mormon)
were translated last.⁴ This would mean that the very ﬁrst extant Isaiah
passages that Joseph Smith dictated were the ones found in Mosiah,⁵
which diﬀer little from how those passages appear in the King James
3. Royal Skousen, The Original Manuscript of the Book of Mormon and The Printer’s
Manuscript of the Book of Mormon, 2 parts (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2001). For a summary of
the project and its ﬁndings, see M. Gerald Bradford and Alison V. P. Coutts, eds., Uncovering the Original Text of the Book of Mormon: History and Findings of the Critical Text
Project (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002).
4. “How Long Did It Take to Translate the Book of Mormon?” in Reexploring the
Book of Mormon, ed. John W. Welch (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1992),
1–8. The theory of Mosian priority was adopted for critical purposes by Brent Lee Metcalfe in his article “The Priority of Mosiah: A Prelude to Book of Mormon Exegesis,” in
New Approaches to the Book of Mormon: Explorations in Critical Methodology, ed. Brent
Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1993), 395–444. See also my review of
Metcalfe’s article in Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/1 (1994): 40–48, as well
as Matthew Roper’s review “A More Perfect Priority?” in the same number of Review of
Books on the Book of Mormon, 362–78.
5. We cannot know if there were Isaiah quotations in the 116 pages of the translation that Martin Harris lost.
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Version (KJV) of the Bible.⁶ Thus, in all probability, Joseph did not begin at ﬁrst by making extensive revisions to the Isaiah quotations and
then by making fewer as time passed, as Eccel had postulated.
Wright’s approach is similar to Eccel’s, though he uses a diﬀerent
criterion to arrive at the conclusion that Joseph Smith authored the
Book of Mormon. He suggests that the Book of Mormon changes to
Isaiah passages were triggered by the occurrence of italicized words in
the KJV. Words for which there is no direct equivalent in the original
Hebrew but which are nonetheless necessary to render the meaning of
the Hebrew text into English appear in italics. Wright makes the case
that Joseph knew what the italics denoted and therefore felt that he
could improve on the text by either eliminating the italicized words
or substituting other words in their place (pp. 159–60).⁷ I had made
the same assumption in my study of the Isaiah variants more than
two decades ago.⁸
6. In response to an inquiry about the meaning of Isaiah 52:7–10 (Mosiah 12:20–
24), Abinadi quoted Isaiah 53 and then explained it (see Mosiah 14–15). His explanation
parallels those found in one of the Dead Sea Scrolls and in other early texts. See John A.
Tvedtnes, “Ancient Texts in Support of the Book of Mormon,” in Echoes and Evidences
of the Book of Mormon, ed. Donald W. Parry, Daniel C. Peterson, and John W. Welch
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002), 240–41; Tvedtnes, “How Beautiful upon the Mountains,” in
The Most Correct Book: Insights from a Book of Mormon Scholar (Salt Lake City: Covenant, 1999), 173–75; and Dana M. Pike, “‘How Beautiful upon the Mountains’: The Imagery of Isaiah 52:7–10,” in Isaiah in the Book of Mormon, ed. Donald W. Parry and John
W. Welch (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998): 249–91.
7. Wright says that “in 1612 an edition used italics for these words, and this became
part of all standard editions of the KJV from that time. Many of the variants in the BoM
Isaiah over against the KJV occur precisely at these words” (p. 159). However, the Geneva Bible, published even earlier, in 1560, was the ﬁrst complete Bible to be divided into
verses, to be printed in roman type, and to use italics for words not found in the original
but thought necessary in an English translation.
8. But in 2003 Matthew Roper and I noted that “a more recent study of the original
and printer’s manuscripts of the Book of Mormon shows that the words that are italicized in the King James Version of Isaiah were usually included in the manuscripts, but
that they were dropped prior to the actual printing of the Book of Mormon.” John A.
Tvedtnes and Matthew P. Roper, “One Small Step,” FARMS Review 15/1 (2003): 155. This
was our understanding based on what Royal Skousen had told us regarding his study of
the manuscripts, but an examination of the published version of his study revealed a misunderstanding on our part. I now employ the readings in Skousen’s Original Manuscript
of the Book of Mormon and Printer’s Manuscript of the Book of Mormon.
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The Variants
An examination of the italicized words in the KJV of Isaiah passages quoted in the Book of Mormon is instructive. Looking only at
the more extensive Isaiah quotations (totaling 388 verses), 288 separate italicized words appear.⁹ Of these, the Book of Mormon omits 49
of the italicized words (17 percent) and changes 74 (26 percent), while
retaining 165 (57 percent).¹⁰ The number of KJV italicized words retained by the Book of Mormon is greater than those both omitted or
changed.
Wright goes one step further by suggesting that other changes to
the Isaiah text in the Book of Mormon are also due to the presence of
KJV italicized words. Even when Joseph Smith retained those italicized words, he often changed other words in a verse (p. 161). Table 1
is based on an analysis of the Isaiah verses that are quoted in lengthy
excerpts in the Book of Mormon, both those verses that have italicized
words and those that do not.
Table 1. Lengthy Isaiah passages in the Book of Mormon compared to Isaiah KJV
verses
Book of Mormon
verses with variants

Book of Mormon
verses without variants

Total

Verses with
italics in KJV

137

56

193

Verses without
italics in KJV

62

133

195

Total

199

189

388

9. This analysis uses only the lengthy Isaiah quotations in the Book of Mormon,
found in 1 Nephi 20–21; 2 Nephi 7–8; 12–24; Mosiah 14; and 3 Nephi 22. I excluded not
only the Isaiah passages from 2 Nephi 27 because they are clearly paraphrases but also
the very brief citations scattered elsewhere throughout the Book of Mormon.
10. Some verses have no italicized words, while others have more than one. I have
counted two or more consecutive italicized words as a single instance of italics. Though
I believe there are other explanations for some of the changes, in fairness to the statistical study, I included even minor changes (e.g., even vs. yea, that vs. who or which) in the
“changed” category, along with instances where the italicized words were retained but
their order was modiﬁed, even when the change might be attributable to other things
going on in the Book of Mormon version.

WRIGHT, “ISAIAH IN THE BOOK OF MORMON” (TVEDTNES) • 165

Of the 388 verses contained in the lengthy Isaiah passages quoted in
the Nephite record, 199 vary from those of the KJV Bible, while 189
verses correspond word for word with it. The fact that more than half
the verses include variants challenges Wright’s contention that “except for a few variants, the BoM text follows the KJV word for word”
(p. 158, emphasis added). Some 193 of those KJV verses include italicized words. The Book of Mormon modiﬁed 137 (71 percent) of these
but also modiﬁed 62 (32 percent) of the 195 KJV verses that include
no italicized words.¹¹
This analysis suggests that while italicized words could have inﬂuenced Joseph Smith in modifying KJV Isaiah passages, they cannot
have been the sole factor. An examination of the relevant passages in
the original and printer’s manuscripts of the Book of Mormon suggests that a more detailed study should include those earliest readings.
A few sample passages will suﬃce.
Some variants are readily explained as scribal errors (e.g., the addition of the word not in 2 Nephi 13:6, the change from an healer to
a ruler in 2 Nephi 13:7, and the addition of Red before sea in 2 Nephi
19:1). Some of them seem to be aural errors, where the scribe misheard
the word (e.g., the change from found to founded in 2 Nephi 20:10,¹²
the change from found to proud in 2 Nephi 23:14, and the change from
raiment to remnant in 2 Nephi 14:19). The presence of a single italicized word in a verse would not likely have prompted Joseph Smith
to add whole phrases in other parts of the verse (e.g., 1 Nephi 20:1–2,
11. These ﬁgures represent readings of the Isaiah passages in the 1981 edition of
the Book of Mormon and do not take into account earlier editions. They exclude minor
variations such as spelling (e,g., neighbor vs. neighbour, for ever vs. forever, shew vs. show,
nought vs. naught, colors vs. colours, woe vs. wo), changes that are most likely due to the
dialectal preferences of the translator or scribe (e.g., toward vs. towards, upon vs. on, hath
vs. has), and dropping of the ﬁnal n in an (before words beginning with h) and changing thine to thy. Also not counted among the variants are passages where KJV which was
changed to who in the Book of Mormon; in most of these cases, the extant portions of the
original manuscript of the Book of Mormon have which crossed out and replaced above
the line with who, while the printer’s manuscript has the form who.
12. The Book of Mormon passage reads, “As my hand hath founded the kingdoms of
the idols.” This surely cannot be a deliberate change by Joseph Smith, for that would suggest that he believed that God was behind the establishment of idolatry.
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4, 13–15; 21:7; 2 Nephi 7:1; 23:22).¹³ In some instances in which new
phrases were added, the italicized word or words of that verse were
retained. In other cases, long deletions unrelated to the italicized
word(s) were made, as in 2 Nephi 7:10; 8:1, 9, 15. The word violence in
Isaiah 53:9 was changed to evil in the printer’s manuscript and in the
printed version of Mosiah 14:9, though the italicized word remained
unchanged.
Other variants have a more complex history when one examines
the printer’s manuscript of the Book of Mormon, from which most of
the Book of Mormon was typeset. For example, the printer’s manuscript of some Book of Mormon Isaiah passages lacks a word found
in the KJV, which was later restored. These were apparently inadvertent omissions during Joseph Smith’s dictation or during the copying of the original manuscript to produce the printer’s manuscript.
Thus, their in Isaiah 3:18 and am in Isaiah 6:8 KJV were omitted in
the manuscript but later restored in 2 Nephi 13:18 and 2 Nephi 16:8.
For the printer’s manuscript of 2 Nephi 16:2, 6, the word seraphims
appears precisely as in Isaiah 6:2, 6 KJV but omits the s in the published version. The word bare in Isaiah 53:12 KJV was misspelled bear
in the printer’s manuscript, leading to an overcorrection to bore in the
printed version of Mosiah 14:12; the word is not italicized in the KJV,
and the change is clearly unrelated to the KJV use of italics. Such facts
call for a more thorough examination of the variants than anyone has
yet undertaken.¹⁴
Similar situations appear when one examines the extant portions
of the original manuscript (O) of the Book of Mormon and compares
them with the printer’s manuscript (P). Thus, while O of 1 Nephi 20:6
reads the same as Isaiah 48:6 KJV, P changes the order of the verbs
13. The phrase or out of the waters of baptism (1 Nephi 20:1) is not in the printer’s
manuscript or in the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon. It is clearly a later exegetical
comment and not part of the original text.
14. The examples are drawn from Skousen, Printer’s Manuscript, 190, 194, 332. He is
currently in the process of publishing his detailed study, Analysis of Textual Variants of
the Book of Mormon, of which part one (1 Nephi 1–2 Nephi 10) was published this year
by FARMS.
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heard and seen to seen and heard, which is the way the published Book
of Mormon reads. In such cases, the reading of O is evidence that
Joseph Smith did not consciously correct this Isaiah passage during
dictation of the Nephite record.
In 1 Nephi 20:11, O has the KJV wording how should from Isaiah 48:11, but the words were crossed out and replaced with I will
not suﬀer my name to be polluted, which is the reading of P and the
published version. Similarly, O includes the KJV word other (Isaiah
49:20), which was then crossed out and changed to ﬁrst, which is the
way P and the published Book of Mormon read for 1 Nephi 21:20. The
words the rivers in Isaiah 50:2 KJV were retained in O but changed to
their rivers in P and the printed version. The KJV of Isaiah 20:21 has
clave, while O reads claved, with the d crossed out; but P has cleaved,
while the published version reverts to KJV/O clave. In the same verse,
KJV has had, which is the way O read before it was crossed out and
replaced by have, which is the way P and the published version read.
Variants such as these suggest that Wright’s approach—and mine as
well—needs to be reﬁned in order to be useful.
King James Language in the Book of Mormon
“One might argue,” according to Wright, “that the [Book of Mormon] wording is identical to the KJV because Joseph Smith sought to
maintain biblical style. But this could have been done without wordfor-word correspondence. For example, Isa. 7:7–9 might be translated
independently of the KJV but with a biblical ﬂavor” (p. 158). This
statement is followed by a comparison of Wright’s own translation of
the passage printed side by side with the KJV reading. Certainly, it
“could have been done” this way, but I am concerned about the methodology used here. Independent Bible translations can vary widely,
even when following KJV style; since Wright is already biased against
the Book of Mormon, it hardly seems appropriate to compare his own
translation with that of the KJV.
Like others before him, Wright believes that Joseph Smith drew
directly from the KJV when dictating the Book of Mormon, rather
than translating from plates. Some Latter-day Saint scholars would
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disagree with this assessment, based both on the probability that
Joseph Smith did not own a copy of the Bible until after the Book
of Mormon had already gone to press¹⁵ and on the fact that his wife
Emma indicated that he had no materials from which he could read
during the time of the translation.¹⁶
Why would Joseph Smith adopt the style of the KJV while translating or dictating revelations? Nearly a century after the publication
of the Book of Mormon, in 1913, Robert Henry Charles published his
magnum opus, a two-volume translation of ancient texts known as
The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament.¹⁷ Charles,
like Joseph Smith, imitated the style of the King James Bible.¹⁸ Charles
seems to have done so because the New Testament cited some of these
works or earlier writings upon which they depended.¹⁹ And because
the KJV was the Bible most commonly read in the English-speaking
world at that time, using its style ensured that readers of Charles’s
work would more readily make the tie between them.
Jewish scholar Theodor H. Gaster intermingled KJV language
and modern English in his Dead Sea Scriptures.²⁰ When citing pas15. In October 1829, four months after completing the translation of the Book of
Mormon, Joseph had Oliver Cowdery purchase a copy of the Bible for their use. See the
discussion in John A. Tvedtnes and Matthew Roper, “ ‘Joseph Smith’s Use of the Apocrypha’: Shadow or Reality?” FARMS Review of Books 8/2 (1996): 330–32. It is likely that the
Bible from which Joseph Smith read as a young man remained with his father’s family
rather than being transported with the prophet to Harmony and then Fayette, where he
dictated the Book of Mormon.
16. In an interview published in the Saints’ Advocate 2/4 (October 1879): 51, Emma
declared that, during the translation process, Joseph “had neither manuscript nor book
to read from” and that “if he had had anything of the kind he could not have concealed
it from me.”
17. Robert H. Charles, The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon, 1913). Oxford University Press continues to reprint Charles’s book.
18. For a comparison of KJV New Testament passages with parallel passages in
Charles’s Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs and a more recent translation of the same
passages by Howard C. Kee, see Tvedtnes and Roper, “ ‘Joseph Smith’s Use of the Apocrypha,’ ” 334–37.
19. One could argue, as some scholars have, that the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs contain Christian interpolations, some of which draw on the New Testament.
20. Theodor H. Gaster, The Dead Sea Scriptures, 3rd ed. (Garden City, NY: Anchor,
1976).

WRIGHT, “ISAIAH IN THE BOOK OF MORMON” (TVEDTNES) • 169

sages from the Dead Sea Scrolls that were also found in the Bible, he
employed the older style of English. When Robert Lisle Lindsey began
to work on the Gospel of Mark while living in Israel, he initially translated it “into simple modern Hebrew from the Greek text. The text was
then distributed to Hebrew-speaking readers and comments invited.”
Many of those who reviewed the work expressed “the desire that the
Gospels, as ancient works, should be read in Old Testament Hebrew
style.”²¹ Lindsey returned to the task and prepared a translation of
Mark in biblical Hebrew that has received wide acclaim.
It is possible that the Book of Mormon would have met with the
same fate as Lindsey’s modern Hebrew version of Mark had Joseph
Smith rendered it in nineteenth-century English. It would not have
sounded scriptural to Americans and Englishmen familiar with the
King James Bible. Another reason for using the KJV verbiage in the
Book of Mormon is that it makes it easier for the reader to recognize
when biblical books are being quoted by the Nephite prophets. In that
respect, the language of the Book of Mormon ﬁlls the same role as
Charles’s translation of apocryphal and pseudepigraphic texts.
The phenomenon we see in the Book of Mormon is also known
from the Bible. When New Testament writers included quotations
from Isaiah or other Old Testament writings, they often employed the
extant Greek translation known as the Septuagint rather than translate anew from the Hebrew text, even when the Greek text included
translation errors. The same is true of the KJV itself, ﬁrst published
in 1611. Richard Bancroft, archbishop of Canterbury, instructed the
translators to revise the Bishops’ Bible (ﬁrst edition 1568, last 1606)
rather than prepare a new translation but made it clear that the translators were free to make necessary corrections. Several generations of
earlier English Bibles were essentially revisions of their predecessors,
so that the KJV ended up with 80 percent of the text of Tyndale’s English translation, published between 1524 and 1528. Tyndale himself
used some of the language of the Wycliﬀe Bible, which was prepared
during the latter part of the fourteenth century.
21. From Lindsey’s introduction to A Hebrew Translation of the Gospel of Mark (Jerusalem: Baptist House, n.d.), 76; see also 78–79.
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Modern Renditions
In a number of his examples of Isaiah variants, Wright reveals
that the Book of Mormon follows the KJV in passages where “modern
renditions” diﬀer. For example, he notes that 2 Nephi 13:8 employs
the KJV word provoke (from Isaiah 3:8), while modern renditions use
“rebel against/defy/insult his glorious presence/glance/gaze” (p. 170).
Some of Wright’s arguments fail when one looks at the meaning of the
KJV words as used in Joseph Smith’s day. In this example, Webster’s
1828 dictionary deﬁnes provoke as “challenge,” which is clearly in
agreement with the “modern renditions” that Wright cites. Similarly,
where 2 Nephi 15:2 follows KJV “he fenced it” (Isaiah 5:2), the modern renditions read “ ‘he dug it,’ ‘made a trench,’ ‘broke the ground’ ”
(p. 170). A simple check of the 1828 Webster notes that the word fence
means “a wall, hedge, ditch,” the third example ﬁtting well with the
modern renderings. From examples such as this, it is clear that a thorough study of the Isaiah passages of the Book of Mormon should determine what the words meant in Joseph Smith’s day.
Wright is not the ﬁrst critic to point out presumed errors in the
KJV’s translation of Hebrew words that were perpetuated in the Book
of Mormon. What is surprising is that some of these “errors” are an
illusion because some of the KJV words had a diﬀerent meaning in
nineteenth-century American English than they do today. For example, the word curious, which is used to describe various artifacts ten
times in the KJV (Exodus 28:8, 27–28; 29:5; 35:32; 39:5, 20–21; Leviticus 8:7; Acts 19:19) and six times in the Book of Mormon (1 Nephi
16:10; 18:1; Alma 37:39; 63:5; Helaman 6:11; Ether 10:27) should not
be understood as “strange” or “inquisitive.” In all of those passages, it
means “skilled” and alludes to the craftsmanship that produced the
artifact. That the word continued to have this meaning in nineteenthcentury American English is aﬃrmed by Webster’s 1828 dictionary
and its use in describing Mormon’s plates in the Testimony of Eight
Witnesses, published near the beginning of the Book of Mormon.
Wright’s comments about 2 Nephi 18:19–20, which cites Isaiah
8:19–20, are surprising. Though he acknowledges that the passage
“is obscure in the Hebrew” and that “the KJV is likewise obscure
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and the BoM version essentially retains that obscurity,” he nonetheless notes a “modern translation” (p. 171). I do not see how a
diﬀerent English rendering of an admittedly “obscure” Hebrew passage bears on the soundness of the Book of Mormon text.²² The
same could be said of several other Hebrew passages that Wright
calls “obscure” or “unintelligible” or that he says do “not make clear
sense” (e.g., pp. 171–72).
Some Minor Issues
In addition to the major issues discussed above, other elements
of Wright’s article should be questioned. For the sake of dialogue, it
would have been useful for Wright to use abbreviations and terminology already adopted for discussion of Joseph Smith’s revision of the
Bible. Rather than use the abbreviation JST (Joseph Smith Translation), which has been included since 1979 in the church’s publication
of the KJV,²³ Wright introduces a new abbreviation, JSR, to refer to
his revision (p. 160). His hesitancy to use JST may be based on current
usage of the term translation to denote rendering a text in a diﬀerent
language, but his reticence is really unwarranted. Joseph Smith himself called it a “new translation,” and the verb translate in Webster’s
1828 dictionary has a range of meanings that includes terms such as
transfer and transmit. Joseph Smith need not have believed that he
was rendering a Hebrew or Greek text into English for the JST but
that he was transmitting ancient knowledge lost over time. Wright’s
introduction of a new abbreviation, JSR, may have been inﬂuenced by
the fact that Brent Metcalfe, one of the editors of the book in which
Wright’s article appears, has also introduced new abbreviations for
Latter-day Saint scriptures on his Web site.
22. The Nephite record (here referring to the plates rather than to the English translation produced by Joseph Smith) preserves a version of Isaiah, but quite clearly not the
autograph of Isaiah. Instead, it relies on the version contained in the brass plates of Laban. This does not mean that the brass plates were error-free since they were undoubtedly
copies.
23. The edition of the KJV Bible currently used by Latter-day Saints was ﬁrst published in 1979 with extensive study aids, including important variants found in the JST.
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Wright cites an 1831 article from a Philadelphia newspaper (p. 160).
It is clearly hearsay and, as far as I can determine, unattested by statements made by Joseph Smith and Martin Harris, about whom the article speaks. That the newspaper account was an invention or embellishment can be seen by the fact that it says that Joseph Smith placed the
plates inside his hat. Descriptions of the size of the plates suggest that
they were much too large to place inside his hat; indeed, according to
other testimony, it was the translation device that Joseph put inside the
hat. The article further states that Joseph Smith memorized portions
of the New Testament so he could “read [them] from the plates” while
Martin Harris followed along in the corresponding Bible passage. One
wonders how the reporters got such information; surely Joseph Smith
would not have acknowledged his supposed fraud, and since Martin
Harris continued to support Joseph’s work, he was evidently not aware
of the alleged deception. To be sure, Wright acknowledges that “the correctness of certain details throughout the article may be questioned,
and although it seeks to ridicule Smith’s claims, the account appears
to reﬂect more or less correctly Smith’s attitude toward the italicized
words and shows that these were of concern early on in the production
of the BoM” (pp. 160–61). But all the newspaper article really demonstrates is that the reporter knew what the italicized words meant.
Future Studies
This ﬁeld is still open for further work—for example, one could respond to Wright’s evaluation of each of the variants found in the Book
of Mormon. Skousen’s publications provide a tool for such research.
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T

he geography of the Book of Mormon is not explicitly outlined in
its text, but numerous individuals have attempted to ﬁll that void.
In 1990, John L. Sorenson published his Geography of the Book of Mormon: A Source Book,² which describes sixty-eight diﬀerent models for
the geography of the Book of Mormon by author, date, and the care
with which the model was created. Since the publication of that work,
the speculation has not abated, and new models have been proposed
(usually a variation on one of the existing types of geographies).³ The

1. The title is an intentional allusion to New Approaches to the Book of Mormon:
Explorations in Critical Methodology, ed. Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1993). Wunderli’s perception of the Book of Mormon appears to be similar to
many articles in that volume, and it is Wunderli’s assertion that he is applying a type of
critical analysis to the text.
2. John L. Sorenson, The Geography of Book of Mormon Events: A Source Book
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 1990).
3. For example, see Edwin G. Goble and Wayne N. May, This Land, Zarahemla and
the Nephite Nation: Only One Cumorah (Colfax, WI: Ancient American Archaeology
Foundation, 2002); and Phyllis Carol Olive, The Lost Tribes of the Book of Mormon—the
Rest of the Story: A Correlation between the Nephite Nation and the Mound Builders of the
Eastern United States (Springville, UT: Bonneville Books, 2001).

Review of Earl M. Wunderli. “Critique of a Limited Geography for
Book of Mormon Events.” Dialogue 35/3 (2002): 161–97.
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models examined in Sorenson’s Source Book indicate that those prior
to 1917 assumed that the Book of Mormon took place over the entire
Western Hemisphere. Beginning in 1917 models that were more limited in scope began to appear.⁴
The history of the development of geographical models for the
Book of Mormon is also fascinating because of the nature of the data
used to create them. The earliest models appear to have their basis
in the folk understanding of the Mound Builders, with the Book of
Mormon simply being presumed to support those ideas without any
critical analysis. Orson Pratt developed one of the more complete
hemispheric models in 1866. Sorenson notes, however, that Pratt is
inconsistent with the text in several of his placements, having Bountiful south of certain cities where the text of the Book of Mormon
clearly has it to the north.⁵ This literature, taken in chronological order, makes it apparent that what began as an assumption came under
greater and greater scrutiny over time. The shift around 1917 was part
of this more serious investigation of the text.
Earl M. Wunderli argues that the text actually requires the larger
hemispheric interpretation rather than the more limited models. To
his credit, Wunderli tackles the best articulation of the limited geography model as argued by John L. Sorenson.⁶ “Of the various models,” according to Wunderli, “the only one to have gained a following
is that of John Sorenson, now emeritus professor of anthropology at
Brigham Young University” (p. 161). It is important to understand,
however, that Wunderli is critiquing Sorenson’s model, not defending the hemispheric model. Although Wunderli proposes that the text
4. Louis E. Hills presented a model based on Mesoamerica in 1917, which he elaborated in later publications. Willard Young, sometime before 1920, presented a model that
focused on northern Central America. Sorenson, Geography of Book of Mormon Events,
101 and 221. See Matthew Roper, “Limited Geography and the Book of Mormon: Historical Antecedents and Early Interpretations,” in this number of the FARMS Review, pages
225–75.
5. Sorenson, Geography of Book of Mormon Events, 159.
6. If not already obvious, my personal studied preference is for Sorenson’s model of
a limited geographic scope for the Book of Mormon.
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requires a hemispheric model, he also does not believe that the hemispheric model is scientiﬁcally tenable. In his conclusion he notes:
A limited geography model could solve other problems
raised by the Book of Mormon text, including, as mentioned at
the outset, the presence of large populations of other peoples
that cannot be explained by reproduction rates of the Book of
Mormon peoples alone. It relieves the Nephite text of dealing
with Asian migrations across the Bering land mass long before
the Jaredites arrived thousands of years later. These migrations
in turn explain the 1500 or so Indian languages that could
not all have derived from Lehi’s Hebrew in a mere thousand
years. These earlier settlers become the pre-existing peoples that
the Nephites and Lamanites encounter and incorporate (but
without scriptural mention) thereby accounting for the large
implied populations in the Book of Mormon. A limited geography located in Mesoamerica also satisﬁes the clues in the
book about distances, climate, terrain, directions, and other
geographical factors. Indeed, LDS scholars can even correlate archaeological ﬁndings with cities, rivers, mountains and
other geographical features mentioned in the Book of Mormon. These issues have certainly never been reconciled with
the traditional understanding of hemispheric scope. (p. 197)
Wunderli acknowledges that the limited geography model of the Book
of Mormon ﬁts better with real-world data than does a hemispheric geography. His unstated but obvious conclusion is that the limited geography model might be nice, but if the text requires a hemispheric model
by the way it describes its internal geography, then all of the problems
with known scientiﬁc data come crashing back on the Book of Mormon. This essential disbelief in the historicity of the Book of Mormon
colors the way Wunderli argues his case. It also forms a fundamental contradiction in his premise. If one of the criteria for determining
what the text requires is to see it as representing a real-world context,
then Wunderli admits that the text would require a limited geography,
which contradicts his stated hypothesis. Only because he argues that
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the Book of Mormon has no relationship to history can he advance his
hypothesis. If he were to accept the real world as an indication of textual meaning, he would already have invalidated his argument.
Although Wunderli’s article was published before the debate
about DNA evidence and the Book of Mormon, it is nevertheless a key
component in the argument that DNA evidence disputes the Book of
Mormon.⁷ The argument that DNA evidence contradicts the Book of
Mormon is plausible only if the text is viewed as an account of every
pre-European who lived on the North or South American continents.
DNA data contradict that assumption. Therefore, if Wunderli is correct, then the DNA argument is strong. If Wunderli is not correct,
then the DNA argument becomes much ado about nothing.⁸
All authors approach a subject with a potential bias for ﬁnding
a particular answer. To separate sound argumentation from biasdirected conclusions or from circular reasoning, we must clearly
understand both the methodology and the nature of the arguments
presented so that we can discover whether or not the care taken in
the examination is stronger than the bias that might otherwise in7. The most public beginning of the discussion of the relationship of DNA to the
Book of Mormon came with the publication of Thomas Murphy’s article: “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” in American Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon,
ed. Dan Vogel and Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 47–77.
8. The following articles represent the Latter-day Saint response to the DNA issue.
These articles generally accept the limited geography of the Book of Mormon and point
out the inapplicability of current DNA studies for the Book of Mormon in that setting.
Many agree that the hemispheric reading of the text is untenable. That does not mean,
however, that there is not a strong case to be made for the historicity of the Book of
Mormon in the context of a limited geography and a limited migrant population into
a larger established people. In the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003), see
John L. Sorenson and Matthew Roper, “Before DNA,” 6–23; Michael F. Whiting, “DNA
and the Book of Mormon: A Phylogenetic Perspective,” 24–35; John M. Butler, “A Few
Thoughts from a Believing DNA Scientist,” 36–37; D. Jeﬀrey Meldrum and Trent D. Stephens, “Who Are the Children of Lehi?” 38–51. In the FARMS Review 15/2 (2003), see
Daniel C. Peterson, “Prolegomena to the DNA Articles,” 25–34; David A. McClellan,
“Detecting Lehi’s Genetic Signature: Possible, Probably, or Not?” 35–90; Matthew Roper,
“Nephi’s Neighbors: Book of Mormon Peoples and Pre-Columbian Populations,” 91–128;
Matthew Roper, “Swimming in the Gene Pool: Israelite Kinship Relations, Genes, and
Genealogy,” 129–64; Brian D. Stubbs, “Elusive Israel and the Numerical Dynamics of
Population Mixing,” 165–82; and John A. Tvedtnes, “The Charge of ‘Racism’ in the Book
of Mormon,” 183–97.
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form it. For this reason, I begin by examining the way Wunderli
builds his case.
Methods and Assumptions
Wunderli makes a division between two types of approaches, one
external and one internal:
Scholars have challenged Sorenson’s model based on archaeological and other external evidence, but lay people like
me are caught in the crossﬁre between the experts. We, however, can examine Sorenson’s model based on what the Book
of Mormon itself says. One advantage of this approach is that
this internal evidence is ﬁxed, readily available, and easily
veriﬁable, unlike external evidence, which is always subject
to change and is not always easily accessible for veriﬁcation.
(pp. 161–62)⁹
Wunderli proposes to ignore the external sources altogether. This not
only means that he will not argue archaeology, but it also appears to
mean that he will also argue his point under the assumption that the
Book of Mormon has no relationship to reality. As he constructs his
arguments on distances, for instance, he completely ignores any relationship that real people might have with geography.
Wunderli suggests, rather, that the case may be made entirely on
internal data. The idea that the text should be a signiﬁcant player in
9. Wunderli suggests that “scholars” have been critical of the limited geography
theory on the basis of archaeology. In spite of attempting to give the appearance that
the weight of scholarly opinion contradicts the geography, he cites only Deanne G. Matheny, “Does the Shoe Fit? A Critique of the Limited Tehuantepec Geography,” in New
Approaches to the Book of Mormon, ed. Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1993), 269–328. He correctly notes that Sorenson responded to Matheny in John L.
Sorenson, “Viva Zapato! Hurray for the Shoe!” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon
6/1 (1994): 297–361. He does not discuss any points that might tilt the discussion in favor
of either of these two writers. Rather, he simply uses Matheny as evidence that the model
is questioned and extrapolates her views to assume multiple scholars are sympathetic,
thereby giving readers the impression, without any analysis whatsoever, that the argument is strong. Since he is concentrating on the textual data, this approach would be
forgivable—save for the disingenuous implication that “scholars have challenged.”
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the discovery of its meaning is unquestionable. However, the supposition that “this internal evidence is ﬁxed, readily available, and easily
veriﬁable” would appear to be contradicted by the fact that he and
Sorenson are both reading the same text with very diﬀerent results.
We are therefore left with the same issue he has when two archaeological specialists argue data. Although we certainly have the text readily
available, if two presumably competent readers can read the same text
diﬀerently, who is reading it correctly? Unfortunately, he has placed
himself in the precise position he hoped to avoid by discussing the
text alone without an external context.
Wunderli’s statement that one should examine the text may imply
to some that Sorenson somehow missed this vital step. But Wunderli
understands that he did not. In fact, Wunderli is quite generous in
his praise of at least the breadth of Sorenson’s textual examination:
“[Sorenson] thus starts over with the basics by identifying every statement in the Book of Mormon that bears on its geography and proceeds to construct a geography that meets all the requirements of the
Book of Mormon” (pp. 165–66). Not only did Sorenson examine those
verses, he displays them with commentary in his Source Book, with
which Wunderli is familiar.¹⁰ Since it is clearly not what Sorenson and
Wunderli are reading that is at issue, their diﬀerences must stem from
how they interpret what they read.
Wunderli never discusses the crucial issue of methodology. He
does not criticize Sorenson’s methods (though he certainly criticizes
his conclusions), and he does not establish his own basis for textual
understanding. Without a ﬁrm methodological foundation, we are
left with no stronger support for a position than Wunderli’s opinion.
His “conclusion is that the internal evidence not only favors a western hemisphere model, but challenges any limited geography model”
(p. 162). I will examine Wunderli’s arguments to determine whether
or not they support this opinion.
10. Sorenson, Geography of Book of Mormon Events. Wunderli is familiar with this
work and cites it in the footnote for his statement of Sorenson’s method. Wunderli is
therefore aware that both he and Sorenson are reading the text.
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We confront the ﬁrst problem with his analysis in the very supposition that the text itself will favor a hemispheric model. Since Sorenson
uses that same text to come to a diametrically opposite position, Wunderli begs the question of how his reading is superior to Sorenson’s. We
are given no hint as to how we should understand the text so that we
might choose between the two. To determine that answer for ourselves,
two issues must be examined. The ﬁrst is whether Wunderli and Sorenson have adequately mined the text for data, and the second is how to
settle diﬀerences of opinion on what the text means.
In the examination of the text, Wunderli concedes that Sorenson
has identiﬁed “every statement in the Book of Mormon that bears on
its geography and proceed[ed] to construct a geography that meets all
the requirements of the Book of Mormon” (pp. 165–66). In contrast to
Wunderli, Sorenson does provide some indication of the method that
he uses to analyze the text: “Some of the text’s scale requirements are
quite speciﬁc. They are also tied together in intricate relationships. It is
impossible to solve just part of the problem of locations and distances,
for, as in a jigsaw puzzle, all the features must interlock. I ﬁnd that
they ﬁt neatly together.”¹¹ It is hard to argue with a general methodological statement that suggests that all data should be examined and
that a solution should be found that accounts for all available data.
What Sorenson does not explicitly state is that the geographical data
must also make sense for real humans in real conditions. Wunderli’s
method is both more limited in scope and in reasonable restraints.
Where Sorenson examines all statements dealing with geography,
Wunderli analyzes selected passages. Where Sorenson assumes a connection between such things as distances and the ability of human
beings to travel those distances, Wunderli reads the text unburdened
by what an actual human being might be capable of doing.
A comparison between Sorenson’s and Wunderli’s respective data
sets is instructive. Sorenson lists each of those passages that he carefully compares in his Source Book, of which there are 475.¹² Wunderli,
11. John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1985), 23.
12. Sorenson, Geography of Book of Mormon Events, 232–328.

180 • THE FARMS REVIEW 16/2 (2004)

on the other hand, uses 18 passages as part of his analysis of geography
proper, 4 more when he argues that the Book of Mormon concept of
a “land of liberty” refers to North America, and 6 more when he discusses directions (3 of which refer to the Old World, not New World
geography).¹³ While other scriptures are mentioned, they are explicitly part of his description of Sorenson’s methodology and therefore
represent Sorenson rather than Wunderli. Although the sheer weight
of numbers is impressively on Sorenson’s side, that would not count
for much should Wunderli’s arguments be compelling. Nevertheless,
if Sorenson can reasonably claim that he ﬁnds consistent interrelated
connections among all 475 passages (which include those Wunderli
examines) and he ﬁnds them consistent with a limited geography,
Wunderli must have compelling data to show that Sorenson is misreading the passages upon which Wunderli bases his analysis.¹⁴
Even a superﬁcial comparison of the approaches Sorenson and
Wunderli take demonstrates a fundamental ﬂaw in Wunderli’s position. Wunderli’s implicit assumption is that if the meaning of the
text appears obvious to him, it is therefore the intent of the text. For
instance, he contends: “That North America rather than Oaxaca and
southern Veracruz was their promised land is further suggested by
repeated descriptions of this land as ‘choice above all other lands,’ the
same language used by Nephi and Lehi in more speciﬁcally describing
North America” (p. 175). First, Wunderli assumes that “choice above
all other lands” must refer to North America rather than Oaxaca or
southern Veracruz. There is no particular reason given why this must
13. Used in his own geographic analysis: 1 Nephi 2:20; 13:12–19 (quoted in footnotes
as well); 14:2; 17:13–14; 18:23; 22:7–8; 2 Nephi 1:3–11; 10:10–11, 19; Mosiah 8:8; Alma
22:30–32; 37:38, 44–45; 63:5–6, 9; Helaman 3:3–8; 4:6–7; 3 Nephi 20:14, 28; Mormon
6:2–4; Ether 2:8–12, 15; 10:28. Argument for “land of liberty”: Mosiah 27:2–3; 29:25–
32; Alma 1:17; 30:7. Directional system: 1 Nephi 2:5–6; 16:13–14; 17:1; Ether 9:3, 31–32;
10:19–21.
14. Wunderli makes no attempt to deal with all the verses, and most of them cover
speciﬁcs such as interrelationships among cities. Nevertheless, from the data Sorenson
accumulates comes a fairly detailed picture of consistent distance relationships. Rather
than argue any of these points of distance or interrelationships speciﬁcally, Wunderli
makes assertions that some verses may not be speciﬁc. He presents his reading but does
not examine the other verses that would counter his argument.
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be so. It has certainly been a traditional reading, but the words of the
text do not actually indicate a geography, only a qualitative description. Wunderli ﬁlls in the geography and then uses his supposition as
evidence for his reading. His second “evidence” is that Nephi and Lehi
“more speciﬁcally” describe North America. However, since neither
Nephi nor Lehi ever mentions North America speciﬁcally, we are once
again given a circular reference in which Wunderli’s assumed meaning is proof of his reading.
The history of biblical exegesis should give us pause in accepting
Wunderli’s circular evidences. Rather than agree that there is a clear
meaning to any given text, biblical exegesis recognizes great complexity. In a somewhat humorous introduction to the discipline of scriptural exegesis, Bruce Corley describes this very issue:
In the ﬁrst class of my ﬁrst semester in [theological] seminary, the professor wrote the word exegesis on the chalkboard
and told us that one of these research assignments was due in
two weeks. I had no idea what he meant. As it turns out, not
many others have claimed to know what he meant and those
who have seem to disagree. Exegesis, like its well-traveled partner hermeneutics, “is a word that is forever chasing a meaning.”
The scholarly debate has featured a baﬄing array of linguistic
insights, philosophical critiques, and competing theories of
interpretation—all about the “meaning of meaning.”
Meanwhile, theological students everywhere, still working to produce acceptable papers, continue to enter the strange
world of exegesis and hermeneutics. The puzzled looks and
bewildering talk that usually follow are reminiscent of an oftrepeated story, the dispute between Alice and the contemptuous Humpty Dumpty, who with delight turned “meaning” on
its head:
“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather
a scornful tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean—
neither more nor less.”
“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make
words mean so many diﬀerent things.”
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“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to
be master—that’s all.”
Alice was too much puzzled to say anything.
Like Alice who did not know the language games of a
nonsense world, the alert student could wish for a bit of help
in grasping what words really mean, especially when their
masters stretch them beyond recognition.¹⁵
The words themselves may be ﬁxed and readily available, as Wunderli
suggests, but it is their meaning that is important. In determining
meaning, Wunderli does not analyze how the text uses phrases. He
uses his own understanding—his bias and conclusions—to provide
evidence to support his understanding.
On top of the methodological problem of such circular reasoning,
the problem of meaning is compounded when a text is read ahistorically, as Wunderli does.¹⁶ Bruce J. Malina and Jerome H. Neyrey explain this problem:
Now reading always entails that readers bring their own understandings of the world to their reading in order to enable
an author, who presumably shares the same understanding
of the world, to rearrange what readers bring to the reading.
Considerate authors always take their readership into account
and presume to share identical scenarios of how the world
works. When the readers and the author share the same perception of the world, then the readers can readily understand
the author. However, if the readers have an understanding of
15. Bruce Corley, “A Student’s Primer for Exegesis,” in Biblical Hermeneutics: A
Comprehensive Introduction to Interpreting Scripture, ed. Bruce Corley, Steve Lemke, and
Grant Lovejoy (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman, 1996), 1–2, citing Lewis Carroll,
Through the Looking Glass (1872), chap. 6. Bruce Corley is professor of New Testament
and Greek at the Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary.
16. Although he does not explicitly state his belief that the Book of Mormon is a
nineteenth-century fabrication, he certainly uses that assumption as the basis of argument. For instance, in n. 44 he remarks: “If the Book of Mormon reﬂects Joseph Smith’s
thinking as an author . . .” Wunderli begins with the “if” and then uses that assumption as the basis of argumentation without attempting to demonstrate that assumption.
Clearly, in his mind, it is more of a given than a point to be demonstrated.
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the world very diﬀerent from that of the author, then misunderstanding, or “non-understanding” occurs. To have modern readers reading ancient authors is an instant recipe for
misunderstanding and “non-understanding” of those authors
and their original audiences.¹⁷
Because Wunderli’s approach to the text begins with a bias against
its historicity, Wunderli reads the text in precisely the way that Malina and Neyrey suggest leads to “non-understanding.” Throughout
Wunderli’s critique of the limited geography theory, his analysis will
prove convincing if and only if one begins with the assumption that
the Book of Mormon is ahistorical. The moment one supposes that it
might be historical, diﬀerent methods and means of interpretation are
required. Even in his loose methodology, Wunderli creates a circular
argument in which his conclusion depends upon accepting his original unproven premise.
When Wunderli attempts to provide support for his opinions, he
does so by an appeal to the traditional reading. As noted at the beginning of this review, the hemispheric interpretation of Book of Mormon geography was common for nearly one hundred years after the
publication of the Book of Mormon. It is true that those who understood the Book of Mormon hemispherically saw evidence in the text
that supported that idea. Wunderli appears to suggest that they must
have been correct.
He observes, “Joseph Smith himself seems to have believed, at least
in the early years after the publication of the Book of Mormon, that
the events recorded in the Nephite account covered all of North and
South America”¹⁸ and remarks that Sorenson agrees that this has been
the traditional reading (p. 163). Wunderli sets up an expectation that
the traditional reading is tied to Joseph Smith and is therefore prophetically determined. He further hints that this prophetic declaration takes
17. Bruce J. Malina and Jerome H. Neyrey, Portraits of Paul: An Archaeology of Ancient Personality (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 8–9.
18. Wunderli provides this citation from Melvin Thorne on p. 163. The reference is
to Melvin J. Thorne, “Complexity, Consistency, Ignorance, and Probabilities,” in Book of
Mormon Authorship Revisited, ed. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1997), 182–83.
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precedence over any subsequent scholarly interpretation. If correct, it
might be a strong argument. But is this premise correct?
Sorenson has studied the history of geographical theories of the
Book of Mormon and fully understands the historical development
of such geographies. The problem isn’t whether or not there has been
a tradition, but whether or not that tradition is, or should be, normative for the interpretation of the text. Wunderli believes that it is
and presents a brief argument in support of that assertion. “Sorenson
can more easily challenge Joseph Smith,” he says, “if Smith simply
assumed a hemispheric geography rather than learning of it by revelation, as he arguably did from the angel Moroni” (p. 164 n. 9).
Wunderli hints that the hemispheric tradition may be traced directly to divine revelation. Therefore, if Sorenson discounts it as opinion, his view would be contrary to revealed doctrine. However, Wunderli’s suggestion is only an inference. He suggests that the information
about a hemispheric meaning of the text “arguably” came “from the
angel Moroni” (p. 164 n. 9). In spite of the tacit admission that it is a
point to be argued, he does not oﬀer evidence. He simply allows the
“arguably” to stand as though it were ﬁrmly documented.¹⁹ Since this
is such a fundamental issue, we must ﬁll in Wunderli’s gaps to determine whether or not it is reasonable to argue that Joseph Smith received divine instruction on the geography of the Book of Mormon.
Wunderli provides the statement he is using to make this important judgment. It comes from the Wentworth Letter, a letter penned by
Joseph Smith to describe the new religion to Mr. John Wentworth, the
editor and proprietor of the Chicago Democrat. Joseph Smith relates:
I was also informed concerning the aboriginal inhabitants
of this country, and shown who they were, and from whence
they came; a brief sketch of their origin, progress, civilization,
laws, governments, of their righteousness and iniquity, and
the blessings of God being ﬁnally withdrawn from them as a
19. Wunderli provides the paragraph he uses for his statement in n. 8, but it too is allowed to stand as though it were obviously self-interpreting only in the way he reads it.
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people, was made known unto me.²⁰ (p. 163 n. 8, emphasis by
Wunderli)
The use of italics shows what Wunderli believes to be the telling data
supporting the divine declaration of a hemispheric geography. Wunderli clearly reads “this country” and sees that as evidence that the
angel declared the Book of Mormon to have taken place in the United
States. That is a big assumption for such a generic statement. It is certainly one way to read the data, and it ﬁts with Wunderli’s reliance on
tradition. However, a more careful examination of the history behind
this statement suggests that we should not put so much weight on it. I
will discuss the issue of the meaning of land in the Book of Mormon
below, but at this point we will examine the nature of this particular
piece of evidence.
Apart from the inference about the meaning of “this country,”
the quoted statement clearly parallels the event that was described by
Joseph Smith’s mother, Lucy Mack Smith. The following is from the
account recorded in 1844–45, with spelling and punctuation as in the
original:
In the course of our evening conversations Joseph would
give us some of the most ammusing recitals which could be
immagined he would describe the ancient inhabitants of this
continent their dress thier maner of traveling the animals
which they rode The cities that were built by them the structure of their buildings with every particular of their mode of
warfare their religious worship—as particularly as though he
had spent his life with them.²¹
The Wentworth Letter was written in 1842. While Lucy’s comments
were written in 1844–45, they reference an event from 1824. We ﬁrst
note that Wunderli’s ﬁrm emphasis on “this country” becomes more
20. History of the Church, 4:537.
21. Lucy Mack Smith, Lucy’s Book: A Critical Edition of Lucy Mack Smith’s Family
Memoir, ed. Lavina Fielding Anderson (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2001), 345 (following the 1844–45 version).
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generic in Lucy Mack Smith’s account, where it is “this continent.”
The geographic reference is not as clearly tied to the United States as
Wunderli proposes.
The next important issue relating to these statements as evidence
is that they refer to an event nearly twenty years prior to the statement about the event. Any recollection that long after an event must
be questioned, and in this case, it is precisely the nature of the intervening time that tells us how we must read both of these passages.
The common data, and that which we would assume would be
most ﬁxed in either Joseph Smith’s or in his mother’s mind, is the
nature of the details that were provided. Examining the speciﬁcs, we
have Lucy Mack Smith saying that he described dress, manner of traveling, animals they rode, cities, and mode of warfare. Joseph Smith
lists “who they were, . . . whence they came; a brief sketch of their
origin, progress, civilization, laws, governments, of their righteousness and iniquity.”²² Neither account explicitly mentions geography.
What is described is consistent with receiving a vision. Joseph Smith
indicates that he was “shown” these things. This is an important piece
of information, for it corroborates the types of data listed. This was a
vision of the people, showing their dress, cities, and manner of warfare. This was a vision showing where they had come from, but not
speciﬁcally where they were. Reconstructing the event behind the two
statements, we can easily hypothesize a vision, but that does not allow us to infer that a vision would necessarily determine geography.
Although Joseph could be shown a city, and would likely have seen
the land around buildings, there is no way that seeing that land would
translate into knowing its location or that seeing a single area would
extrapolate into a vision of the entire hemisphere.
What about the use of phrases such as this country (by Joseph
Smith) or this continent (by Lucy Mack Smith)? The logical explanation for the occurrence of those phrases is the very tradition to which
Wunderli appeals. The earliest assumption of the Saints was that the
Book of Mormon was hemispheric, and they quickly adopted a vocabu22. History of the Church, 4:537.
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lary following that assumption. By 1842, when the Wentworth Letter
was written, this tradition was ﬁrmly in place. Therefore, it is historically easier to see the references to “this country” and “this continent”
as a reﬂection of an established tradition rather than as a reﬂection
of what the angel Moroni actually said, did, or showed eighteen years
earlier. Sorenson explains the conceptual world that produced this
earliest tradition:
Given the level of secular knowledge manifested by Joseph Smith and his associates at that time, we are safe in supposing that their combined knowledge of the geography of
the western hemisphere was limited and probably unclear.
That was true of virtually all Americans, of course, and those
living on the frontier had even less knowledge than others.
Even the form and character of the territory that would become the continental United States over the next two generations was vague to all but a few scholars, and “Oregon” and
“California” were barely conceived of as real places, let alone
Peru, “Darien” (Panama) or “Guatimala.”
To the saints, the one sure fact was that the plates had
come out of the hill in New York, therefore, it was felt, that
must have been the scene of the ﬁnal Nephite battle. Furthermore, there is no evidence that early Latter-day Saints, any
more than other frontier people of the time, diﬀerentiated
among “Indians.” An Indian, anywhere in the United States
and by extension anywhere in the hemisphere, was considered
generically pretty much like any other Indian (a view that still
prevails in the 20th century among a substantial portion of
the American population). Consequently, a Lamanite was a
Lamanite was a Lamanite to a Book of Mormon believer in
the 1830s. Ignorance of the actual ethnological variety among
New World peoples that later research would reveal left the
early saints conﬁrmed in their vague unitary, hemispheric
geography. Meanwhile, nothing in the revelations to Joseph
Smith (e.g., Doctrine and Covenants 28:8; 32:2; 49:24; and
54:8), given to the Church members “after the manner of
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their language” and understanding (D. & C. 1:24), gave them
reason to question their assumptions of Lamanite/Indian homogeneity and hemispheric unity.²³
While Wunderli has presented a statement that he reads as supporting
evidence, a reading of that same text in the greater context of the history that produced it tells us that we should not place the emphasis on
it that he does. It is more likely a result of the tradition than evidence
for the tradition. By citing such a late text, Wunderli again presents a
circular argument in which a text that uses the vocabulary of the tradition is used to suggest a cause of the tradition. It is an unconvincing
argument on the face of it, but when combined with the evidence that
the original event was a vision, it appears unlikely, if not impossible,
that Joseph Smith would have been able to discern geography. Added
to the oﬃcial statements after that time, Wunderli’s case for a divinely
revealed geography melts away entirely.
If Wunderli supposes divine declaration of Book of Mormon geography, the church itself does not. John E. Clark, in his article on
Book of Mormon geography in the Encyclopedia of Mormonism, explains: “Although Church leadership oﬃcially and consistently distances itself from issues regarding Book of Mormon geography in
order to focus attention on the spiritual message of the book, private
speculation and scholarship in this area have been abundant.”²⁴ Wunderli recognizes that the church has no oﬃcial position on Book of
Mormon geography (p. 164). He admits that he and Sorenson both
read the text diﬀerently, a position undermining his assumption that
the text would clearly tell us which geographic model to use. Then he
assumes a divine decree for geography, which, he knows, is not an accepted teaching of the church. Even had his evidence been stronger, he
would be in the position of attempting to declare his opinion normative instead of that of the oﬃcial church position.
If the church does not oﬃcially support any speciﬁc geographic
reading, all statements about geography are nonbinding on the mem23. Sorenson, Geography of Book of Mormon Events, 10–11.
24. John E. Clark, “Book of Mormon Geography,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism,
1:176.
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bership. Wunderli is therefore basing his analysis on the logic that the
tradition should be considered the arbiter of meaning, but he neglects
to provide any support for that hypothesis. He leaves us with only his
opinion as the basis of his readings.
Setting the Stage for His Critique
As he begins his discussion, Wunderli describes the hemispheric
model and then gives a brief explanation of the limited geography
model. His description of the limited geography model is fascinating
because he elaborates on why it is a more powerful explanation of the
text than the hemispheric model. Rather than present the hemispheric
model as superior to the limited geography model, he does the exact
opposite and suggests that the text really does not ﬁt the hemispheric
model. He suggests that there are three reasons why the hemispheric
model does not correlate well to the real world:
First, the geographical clues in the Book of Mormon do not
match a hemispheric geography. . . . Second, the distances inferred from the travel times mentioned in the Book of Mormon imply a limited geography. . . . Third, the large explicit
and implicit population sizes in the Book of Mormon suggest
that other peoples were already in the western hemisphere
and mixed with the immigrant Israelites. (pp. 166–67, examples removed)
Each of the three points that he presents and clearly accepts (perhaps because they came from a critic of the church rather than an
apologist)²⁵ provides a reason why the text contradicts a hemispheric
theory, not why the text requires it. This is now the third contradiction in his own argument. Perhaps because he does not believe the
hemispheric model, he feels free to critique it as well, but presenting
evidence that is directly contradictory to his premise is a poor way to
establish a point.
25. The “problems” are extracted from a quotation from “critic Robert Anderson”
(p. 166).
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His only statement about the relationship between the limited geography model and the text is the claim that Sorenson “starts over
with the basics by identifying every statement in the Book of Mormon
that bears on its geography and proceeds to construct a geography
that meets all the requirements of the Book of Mormon” (pp. 165–66).
This too would appear to contradict the premise that the text dictates
a hemispheric geography. Since he certainly understands that Sorenson built his model on the text, he cannot be saying that the limited
geography model has no relationship to the text. He must therefore
be suggesting that Sorenson’s reading of the text is faulty, but he presented information that appears to support Sorenson and undermine
his own premise.
In his section describing the limited geography model, Wunderli
oﬀers a criticism among the reasons he presents in favor of the model.
He tosses oﬀ a single issue and moves on. “One question arises immediately with a Mesoamerican geography. If all Book of Mormon
events took place in Central America, how did the plates get buried
in a hill in New York State?” (p. 169). Does this question show that
the text requires a hemispheric reading, which is his ultimate premise? Consider the problem of the hemispheric reading compared to
the limited geography. Most of the Book of Mormon takes place south
of the narrow neck of land, with the Nephites moving above the narrow neck only at the end of the Book of Mormon. Mormon himself is
easily able to travel to Zarahemla (which is located south of the narrow neck of land) with his father when he is eleven years old (Mormon 1:6), at which time the ﬁnal wars begin. What the text tells us is
that no matter what theory of Book of Mormon geography one adopts
(hemispheric or the Mesoamerican limited geography), the problem
of distance from the narrow neck to Cumorah is virtually the same. In
fact, in the hemispheric model the problem is worse because the narrow neck is usually considered to be the Isthmus of Panama, which
is further south than the Isthmus of Tehuantepec (the narrow neck
in Sorenson’s model). Both models have the same “problem,” but the
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hemispheric model actually has a greater distance to travel in the
same amount of time.
What can we make of this criticism? It certainly doesn’t tell us
that the text requires a hemispheric reading since any problem presented by the limited geography is compounded in the hemispheric
geography. This is therefore not evidence for Wunderli’s thesis, but
simply an argument against a limited geography. Wunderli probably
does not see it as contradictory to his position because he does not
believe that the Book of Mormon represents actions of real people and
that, therefore, issues of distance can be dismissed.
If it is not a serious critique of the limited geography model, is it a
serious critique of the Book of Mormon? As with most issues of geography, Sorenson has considered this question. His response has much
more substance than Wunderli’s criticism:
As a matter of fact, we do have a striking case of a trip much
like the one Moroni may have made. In the mid-sixteenth century, David Ingram, a shipwrecked English sailor, walked in
11 months through completely strange Indian territory from
Tampico, Mexico, to the St. John River, at the present border
between Maine and Canada. His remarkable journey would
have been about the same distance as Moroni’s and over essentially the same route.²⁶
Comparing the two authors, it should be clear that Sorenson’s argument based on a historical precedent is much stronger than Wunderli’s
suggestion, which does not even recognize its own self-contradiction.
When Wunderli begins his critique in earnest, he suggests that
there are two types of evidence in which the text requires a hemispheric reading rather than the more limited geography Sorenson proposes: “The Book of Mormon itself challenges two major aspects of the
limited geography model: ﬁrst, the validity of any model smaller than
a hemispheric model; and second, the Isthmus of Tehuantepec as the
narrow neck of land” (p. 172). I will examine these two challenges.
26. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 45.
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A Textual Insistence on a Hemispheric Model?
Wunderli asserts that the text of the Book of Mormon challenges
“any model smaller than a hemispheric model” (p. 172). He begins with
the obvious declaration that there is no geographical feature in the text
that retains its name or has a clearly continuous presence from Book
of Mormon times to modern times. He indicates that this requires a
reconstruction based on internal data. His critique begins with a discussion of distance, which is appropriate since this is the foundation of
Sorenson’s proposal of a limited geography. “Since the Book of Mormon
provides no distances whatever, they must be calculated by how long it
took to travel from one place to another” (p. 173). This is an interesting statement because it conﬁrms Sorenson’s methodology. Wunderli
never contradicts Sorenson’s method nor the speciﬁc calculations derived from it. What he does is argue by insinuation against rather than
by direct confrontation of Sorenson’s data: “Sorenson uses this distance
and other clues to calculate, with increasing speculation, how far it was
between other places such as Zarahemla” (p. 173, emphasis added).
Wunderli does not provide any counterdata. He does not suggest where
Sorenson might have gone wrong. He simply inserts his opinion that
Sorenson is increasingly speculative without describing any of the speculation, why it might be incorrect, or the degree to which the “speculation” distorts the data in the text. While the arguments are built upon
multiple readings of the text, Sorenson provides as solid an analysis as
the text allows. Wunderli owes us more evidence of the increasing speculation than he gives us. Since Sorenson’s calculations and methods are
readily available²⁷ and Wunderli only suggests without any evidence
that Sorenson’s method is “increasingly speculative,” we are once again
required by the force of data to side with Sorenson. As he did earlier,
Wunderli undermines his own position because he speciﬁcally states:
“Sorenson’s calculations are not unreasonable” (p. 175). In other words,
even with the “increasing speculation,” Wunderli concedes the reason27. Ibid., 8–23, and John L. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000).
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ableness of Sorenson’s calculations. This acceptance again directly contradicts the point he is trying to make.
What does Wunderli provide to bolster his proposal that the text
requires a hemispheric reading since he admits that Sorenson’s reading of a limited geography is “not unreasonable”? Right after that concession, he continues: “but they do not at all preclude a hemispheric
geography” (p. 175, emphasis added). Before we examine his defense
of this amazing statement, we need to understand it completely. At the
end of Sorenson’s discussion of dimensions in An Ancient American
Setting for the Book of Mormon, he declares:
The data in the Book of Mormon and our assumptions
that have led to these conclusions are of course not perfectly
clear cut. Playing with the information in the text may yield
slightly diﬀerent results. If someone concludes that Nephi to
Zarahemla was 25 percent longer than I have said, I would be
interested in hearing the argument; perhaps that is right. But
anyone who claims that the distance between the two cities
was, say, 400 miles instead of the 180 suggested here could not
make a plausible case out of the Book of Mormon statements.
Some of the text’s scale requirements are quite speciﬁc. They
are also tied together in intricate relationships. It is impossible to solve just part of the problem of locations and distances,
for, as in a jigsaw puzzle, all the features must interlock. I ﬁnd
that they ﬁt neatly together.²⁸
While Sorenson clearly leaves room for diﬀerent distance calculations,
he does indicate that they would have to ﬁt with the rest of the data.
Wunderli’s counterargument is just that they “do not at all preclude a
hemispheric geography.” One wonders if Wunderli understood Sorenson when he read the argument. Wunderli clearly knows that Sorenson limits the distance from Nephi to Cumorah to 450 miles because
he quotes that passage (p. 174). Under the hemispheric model, those
28. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 22–23.
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450 miles would have to stretch to over 4,000 miles.²⁹ Without any
analysis or explanation, Wunderli simply suggests that this expansion
to 4,000 miles is “not precluded.” Unfortunately though, this is precisely what Sorenson’s calculations (remember that they are “not unreasonable”) strongly preclude. More important, it is precluded by the
internal evidence of the text itself. One of the time-to-distance ratios
Sorenson notes is 11 miles per day for a group of people traveling with
families and their belongings. If Sorenson’s 450 miles represents 11
miles per day, then Wunderli’s distance represents 98 miles per day,
every day. Ninety-eight miles per day is historically attested, but it is
obviously exceptional and far exceeds the more typical distance per
day of any of the populations that generated Sorenson’s distances.³⁰ If
we believe the text, Wunderli’s assertion is most deﬁnitely precluded.
This becomes heavily ironic when Wunderli moves to a consideration
of the narrow neck of land and considers Sorenson’s calculated distances to be too high.³¹ He gives no explanation why Sorenson could
so dramatically undercalculate north-south distances but severely
overcalculate east-west distances. The answer is, of course, that Sorenson does not. By ignoring the text that he is attempting to use as his
argument, Wunderli ﬁnds himself in yet another contradiction of his
methods and assumptions. He strains at a 120-mile gnat and swallows
a 4,000-mile camel.
Since Wunderli has conceded the more typical way of determining textual distances by creating interrelated calculations, what does
he use to support his position that the text requires a hemispheric
reading? He explains his conclusion:
29. Four thousand miles is an approximation of the distance using Microsoft Streets
and Trips to calculate the distance from Palmyra, New York, to Mexico City, Mexico,
and then using that same program’s scale to estimate the distance from Mexico City to
Panama City. In the hemispheric model, the city of Nephi would be south of the narrow
neck of land, hence even farther than this estimated distance.
30. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 8–9.
31. “It seems doubtful that what can hardly be described as a ‘neck’ on a map would
be considered a ‘neck’ by the Nephites, let alone a ‘narrow’ neck when it is 120 miles wide”
(p. 185).
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Most of the Nephite history does indeed take place within
a relatively conﬁned area south of the narrow neck where
missionaries can preach and armies can skirmish from city
to city. Indeed, the Nephites have little to do with the land
northward except for their eventual expansion into it and
their ﬁnal battle at Cumorah. The issue is whether the land
northward is the entire North American continent standing
empty and available for the Nephite expansion and ﬁnal battle or whether, as Sorenson insists, the land northward was
limited to southern Mexico with indigenous peoples living
beyond that area. (p. 175)
This argument places him in logical trouble. While agreeing that most
of the events take place south of the narrow neck of land, he suggests
that “the issue is whether the land northward is the entire North
American continent standing empty and available for the Nephite
expansion and ﬁnal battle or whether, as Sorenson insists, the land
northward was limited to southern Mexico with indigenous peoples
living beyond that area” (p. 175). While Wunderli may attempt to see
that as the issue, it is not and cannot be. Wunderli has raised a question of distance, and it is impossible to answer a question of distance
with a discussion of an empty or inhabited land. Whether or not the
land is populated can never tell us where it is or the distance from
any other location. One might as well attempt to answer a problem in
mathematics with a dictionary.
Wunderli does not attempt to use the text to support his requirement of relative distances but rather changes the subject to a completely diﬀerent issue that would be the same in either the hemispheric
or limited geography models. Wherever the land northward might be,
it might be either occupied or empty—such an issue does not and cannot tell us anything about distances and therefore cannot determine
whether or not the text requires the land north of the narrow neck to
be all of North America.
Wunderli recognizes that he needs to argue distance because he
says: “The matter to be explored here is the extent of the land northward” (p. 175). However, rather than argue the extent of the land
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northward based on distances, he elects to argue that the land northward must include the North American continent based on prophetic
statements about the land of promise. This is the extension of his earlier
assertion that “this country” required a hemispheric interpretation. The
nature of his reasoning is established in his ﬁrst point on this subject:
To begin with, the Jaredites would have been the ﬁrst people in the western hemisphere under the literal, biblical account of history, which is embraced by the Book of Mormon.
God leads the Jaredites from the tower of Babel to the New
World, “into a land which is choice above all the lands of the
earth” (Ether 1:42). God promises to bless them in this “land
which is choice above all the lands of the earth” and to make
of them “a great nation,” indeed, the greatest nation on earth
(Ether 1:43). This hardly describes the Jaredites as a colony in
southern Mexico. Spread throughout North America, however, “as numerous as the hosts of Israel” (Mosiah 8:8), they
were arguably the greatest nation on earth, although isolated
from and unknown to the rest of the world. (p. 175)
This argument must be unpacked to be understood. His ﬁrst contention is that “the Jaredites would have been the ﬁrst people in the
western hemisphere under the literal, biblical account of history.” This
statement is presented as though it were true and unarguable. According to Sorenson’s reading, it is certainly not true, and the diﬀerence
between the two authors clearly tells us that it is arguable. Wunderli
even knows that Sorenson does not believe this statement because he
discusses the limited geography model’s advantage of being able to
handle the archaeological presence of people in the New World prior
to the time of the Book of Mormon (p. 167). Wunderli posits a statement as a ﬁrm conclusion when he knows that the underlying assumptions are not completely accepted.
After citing several passages from the Book of Mormon, Wunderli’s analysis concludes: “This hardly describes the Jaredites as a colony
in southern Mexico” (p. 175). While this claim is given as though it
were obvious, I do not ﬁnd it nearly as obvious as he does. I would
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doubt that Sorenson does either. Is it so obvious? Let’s examine the
statements that Wunderli believes so clearly describe something other
than “a colony in southern Mexico”:
And when thou hast done this thou shalt go at the head
of them down into the valley which is northward. And there
will I meet thee, and I will go before thee into a land which is
choice above all the lands of the earth.
And there will I bless thee and thy seed, and raise up unto
me of thy seed, and of the seed of thy brother, and they who
shall go with thee, a great nation. And there shall be none
greater than the nation which I will raise up unto me of thy
seed, upon all the face of the earth. And thus I will do unto thee
because this long time ye have cried unto me. (Ether 1:42–43)
From these two verses Wunderli selects the phrase “land which is
choice above all the lands of the earth” as a signiﬁcant passage. He
presents two arguments that this choice land must be North America.
One is from Sorenson and the other is his own. Before we examine
Sorenson’s argument, we will examine the one that Wunderli considers to be conclusive:
Their promised land is even more clearly North America although, once Mesoamerica is transcended, the entire western
hemisphere follows easily. The Lord tells Nephi while he is still
in the Old World that if he keeps the Lord’s commandments,
he will be led to a “land of promise; yea, even a land which I
have prepared for you; yea, a land which is choice above all
other lands” (1 Ne. 2:20). Presumably this is the same “land
which is choice above all other lands” that the Jaredites were
given, even though the Jaredites lived in the land northward
and the Nephites, for most of their history, in the land southward. The promised land is, thus, more than either of their
immediate lands.
Nephi later describes more speciﬁcally this “land which
is choice above all other lands.” While Nephi is en route to
the promised land, he beholds in a vision a “man among the
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Gentiles” [Columbus] who “went forth upon the many waters,
even unto the seed of my brethren [Native Americans], who
were in the promised land” (1 Ne. 13:12). He foresees other
Gentiles going “forth out of captivity, upon the many waters
[pilgrims]” and “many multitudes of the Gentiles upon the
land of promise,” who “scattered” and smote the Lamanites
(1 Ne. 13:13–14; cf. 15, 17, 19). The angel tells Nephi that after the Book of Mormon comes forth, if the Gentiles “harden
not their hearts against the Lamb of God . . . they shall be a
blessed people upon the promised land forever” (1 Ne. 14:2;
cf. 22:7–8). These passages all clearly, if not explicitly, identify
the promised land with North America. (pp. 176–77)
Wunderli is correct that the choice land seems to include the lands of
the Nephites and the Jaredites, but Sorenson’s geography places those
in a limited area. That the choice land might refer to both does not in
itself require a hemisphere. It requires only that it cover the area occupied by the Nephites, the Lamanites, and the Jaredites.
How accurate is his conclusion that “these passages all clearly, if
not explicitly, identify the promised land with North America”? Let’s
take the ﬁrst one, 1 Nephi 13:12. Note that he helpfully includes his
reading of the oblique reference of the passage. Accepting Columbus
as the reference is not surprising, but it is surprising to use Columbus as a proof that the promised land is North America. Columbus
arrived in Central America. His voyages of discovery were south of
North America. Wunderli never tells us why the reference to Columbus points toward North America. He clearly assumes it, but that does
not make for a compelling argument. Columbus never set foot on
North America, and if we use him as the arbiter of location we are
back to the limited model, not the hemispheric one. As in other places,
Wunderli presents evidence contrary to his position.
His second passage is likewise helpfully annotated with “pilgrims,” where the text itself simply says Gentiles. Wunderli is reading
the phrase “went forth out of captivity” as a reference to the Pilgrims
leaving for religious reasons, but that is his interpretation of the text,
which is not as clear or explicit as he suggests. This is particularly
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true since his identiﬁcation with the Pilgrims’ arrival does not correspond with the “many multitudes of the Gentiles upon the land of
promise, who scattered and smote the Lamanites” as he rephrases the
passages. Historically, Gentiles did scatter and smite the Lamanites,
but not necessarily in connection with the Pilgrims. The arrival of
the Pilgrims was rather late in the process of scattering and smiting
Lamanites, which began with devastating eﬀect with Hernán Cortes
in 1519. If we read the text itself and remove Wunderli’s ethnocentric
insistence that it must refer to what he thinks it refers to, the Book of
Mormon text describes events in Central America with far greater accuracy than it does North America.
Ironically, the stronger argument for linking the promised land
with North America comes from Sorenson, who clearly does not support it. Wunderli examines Sorenson’s proposal that the promised
land must include North America in Ether 13:2–4, 6, and 8 because
it is connected with the New Jerusalem that other scriptures place in
North America. Does Sorenson believe that this passage contradicts
the limited geography? Note the passage that Wunderli cites:
Were “this land” taken in a narrow (“literal”) sense as that
where the Nephites and Jaredites of the record lived, the New
Jerusalem would have to be near the narrow neck of land, but
there is no LDS expectation of anything like that. The alternative is that Moroni, or Ether, is here speaking in general terms
of the whole continent, which accommodates the prophecies
in the Doctrine and Covenants. (p. 176)³²
The diﬀerence between the way Sorenson and Wunderli read the text
is that Sorenson does not expect that the phrase this land should always be read the same literal way in every instance. Wunderli does.
We return to Wunderli’s mistaken hypothesis that the “ﬁxed, readily available” text must therefore have a simple—or in Wunderli’s
case, traditional—reading. Since Wunderli makes such an issue of the
meaning of the land of promise in the Book of Mormon, how should
32. Citing Sorenson, Geography of Book of Mormon Events, 312, emphasis added.
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we understand that phrase? Careful examination of the text itself will
tell us that the term is used in multiple ways, as suggested by Sorenson, rather than in the single meaning upon which Wunderli not only
insists, but upon which he builds his case.
There are two important cultural time periods in the Book of
Mormon; the ﬁrst brieﬂy occurs in the Old World, and the second
is the longer period of time spent in the New World. While there is
a continuity of one family between the two cultural contexts, there
is yet a possibility that the New World usage of terms and concepts
might change. Therefore, both should be examined.
In the Old World context, the land is a designation referring to a
limited geography that is associated with a political unit:
Now this he spake because of the stiﬀneckedness of Laman and Lemuel; for behold they did murmur in many things
against their father, because he was a visionary man, and had
led them out of the land of Jerusalem, to leave the land of their
inheritance, and their gold, and their silver, and their precious
things, to perish in the wilderness. And this they said he had
done because of the foolish imaginations of his heart. (1 Nephi 2:11)
There are two usages of the land in this verse. The ﬁrst refers speciﬁcally to Jerusalem, and the second to the land of their inheritance,
which appears to be related to the speciﬁc landholdings of Lehi’s
family.³³ In neither case does the term the land have a universal aspect. The land is a particular deﬁned area attached to some “ownership” whether by the political entity of Jerusalem or by the economic
entity of Lehi’s family.
33. See Jeﬀrey R. Chadwick, “Lehi’s House at Jerusalem and the Land of His Inheritance,” in Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, ed. John W. Welch, David Rolph Seely, and Jo Ann
H. Seely (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004), 81–130. Chadwick uses a close reading of the text
combined with historical data to provide information about both the household location
and the location of the “land of inheritance.” To the point of this discussion, Chadwick
sees the “land of inheritance” as a particular plot of land (ibid., 110–13).
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The use of land obviously was not tied to a speciﬁc concept of size,
as it could pertain to the holdings of a city or of a family. Likewise, it
could refer to the holdings of an entire country:
And they were also led out of captivity and out of the land
of Egypt, by that same God who had preserved them. (1 Nephi 5:15)
Finally, the use of the land might not even be a recognized division, as
is the case when the Lehites arrive in Bountiful:
And we did come to the land which we called Bountiful,
because of its much fruit and also wild honey. (1 Nephi 17:5)
In the case of Bountiful, the land is still a limited geography, but not
necessarily one that anyone outside of Lehi’s family has recognized
(at least by that name). It is simply an area that they are able to deﬁne
(in this case by its diﬀerence in vegetation from the wilderness) and
name.
Once the Lehites arrived in the New World, they continue to make
references to the land. They appear to use the concept in virtually the
same multiplicity of meanings as they did in the Old World:
And it came to pass that after we had sailed for the space
of many days we did arrive at the promised land; and we went
forth upon the land, and did pitch our tents; and we did call it
the promised land. (1 Nephi 18:23)
As they did with Bountiful, they arrived in a location, and named it.
In this verse, however, the extent of the land that they named “the
promised land” is not necessarily clear. They might possibly have referred to the entire hemisphere. Did they? One of the clues to this
question is Nephi’s apparent perception of the extent of “the land”:
nevertheless, we have been driven out of the land of our inheritance; but we have been led to a better land, for the Lord
has made the sea our path, and we are upon an isle of the sea.
(2 Nephi 10:20)
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In spite of the impossibility of Nephi’s understanding the geographic dimensions of South America, he still insists that they are
upon an “isle of the sea.” There is no physical way he could have circumnavigated his “land” in order to determine that it was an “isle
of the sea.” He is likely using a more ancient meaning of the phrase.
Nephi evidently shared the biblical understanding of “isles of the sea,”
meaning any land whose principal access was by the sea, even though
a land route was also available.³⁴ The LDS Bible Dictionary indicates
that the word isles “is frequently used to denote any lands washed by
the sea, especially the islands and coasts of the Mediterranean (Gen.
10:5; Ps. 72:10; Isa. 20:6; 24:15; 66:19).”³⁵
At this point we have two diﬀerent readings of the same text, and
the only way to judge between them would be to accept one premise
or the other. If the book were modern, then we could read “nearly
surrounded by water” as South America (as Wunderli does when he
argues this point). If it were ancient, then it could not have that meaning. Does the text itself help us? Yes. Nephi also notes:
But great are the promises of the Lord unto them who are
upon the isles of the sea; wherefore as it says isles, there must
needs be more than this, and they are inhabited also by our
brethren. (2 Nephi 10:21)
In this verse Nephi is citing promises to those on the isles of the sea
and speciﬁcally notes that, because it is in the plural, it must indicate
“more than this.” Nephi clearly believes that they are on one of the
isles of the sea and also speaks of their scattered brethren on other islands of the sea. How many other South Americas might be intended?
How much world geography would Nephi have to have known to have
suggested that scattered Israel might be on continents other than the
two of which he had direct knowledge? The text implies other isles,
and that contradicts the expectation that the intended geography is
South America.
34. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map, 18, and 131 n. 20.
35. Bible Dictionary of the LDS edition of the Bible, 1981, s.v. “isles.”
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There is still more to our issue of the land, however. How is land
used in other verses? We ﬁnd an important case in Jarom:
And now, behold, two hundred years had passed away,
and the people of Nephi had waxed strong in the land. They observed to keep the law of Moses and the sabbath day holy unto
the Lord. And they profaned not; neither did they blaspheme.
And the laws of the land were exceedingly strict. (Jarom 1:5)
After two hundred years had passed, Jarom can speak of the laws
of “the land” and link them to the observance of the law of Moses.
Clearly this is a Nephite deﬁnition. There are Lamanites living close
enough to wage war continually on the Nephites, but they are obviously not obeying the laws of “the land.” Thus “the land” is once again
a very limited conception tied to a political unit. As the Book of Mormon narrative continues, “the land” becomes even closer to the Old
World usage, as units are described as “the land of Zarahemla” (Omni
1:12), “the land of Lehi-Nephi” (Mosiah 7:4), and “the land of Shilom”
(Mosiah 7:5).
In this early deﬁnition, is it even conceivable that “the land” might
include North America? We have two candidates for a narrow neck,
Panama and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. Both are rather signiﬁcantly
south of the bulk of North America. The Nephites are in “the land,”
but they have never been north of the narrow neck, hence have never
been into the area we conceptualize as North America. This is important because of the way Wunderli reads “promised land.”
God leads the Jaredites from the tower of Babel to the New
World, “into a land which is choice above all the lands of the
earth” (Ether 1:42). God promises to bless them in this “land
which is choice above all the lands of the earth” and to make
of them “a great nation,” indeed, the greatest nation on earth
(Ether 1:43). This hardly describes the Jaredites as a colony in
southern Mexico. Spread throughout North America, however, “as numerous as the hosts of Israel” (Mosiah 8:8), they
were arguably the greatest nation on earth, although isolated
from and unknown to the rest of the world.
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That North America rather than Oaxaca and southern
Veracruz was their promised land is further suggested by
repeated descriptions of this land as “choice above all other
lands,” the same language used by Nephi and Lehi in more
speciﬁcally describing North America. (p. 175)
According to Wunderli’s argument, the Nephite land of promise—the
land choice above all other lands—must perforce be a location they
have never visited. This promise of a choice land comes even before
the Lehites leave the Old World:
And inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments, ye
shall prosper, and shall be led to a land of promise; yea, even a
land which I have prepared for you; yea, a land which is choice
above all other lands. (1 Nephi 2:20)
Nephi could not have understood this promise in any way except that
the location where he and his family would be would constitute this
promised land, this choice land. Yet Nephi never set foot above the
narrow neck of land. Therefore the text precludes North America as
the “choice land” of the Nephites. Wunderli again ignores the explicit
requirements of the text in favor of his traditional assumption.
What of the promise that the Lehites would be kept from other
nations?
Wherefore, I, Lehi, have obtained a promise, that inasmuch as those whom the Lord God shall bring out of the
land of Jerusalem shall keep his commandments, they shall
prosper upon the face of this land; and they shall be kept
from all other nations, that they may possess this land unto
themselves. And if it so be that they shall keep his commandments they shall be blessed upon the face of this land,
and there shall be none to molest them, nor to take away the
land of their inheritance; and they shall dwell safely forever.
(2 Nephi 1:9)
The important phrase here is “that they may possess this land unto
themselves.” Even in the context of the Nephites, this was never true
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of the entire continent because the Lamanites and Nephites existed
simultaneously and the Lamanites certainly did not keep the commandments by any deﬁnition the Nephites recognized. Thus in one
sense there was only a very limited time before the brothers split into
two groups that would even qualify for such a global promise. If we
insist on reading this prophecy hemispherically, it was invalid as soon
as Nephi and his followers ﬂed from Laman and Lemuel.
Again, the test of meaning is the text, not our assumptions about the
text. Let us examine Wunderli’s argument concerning this promise:
Thus, Lehi’s seed will inherit at least the North American continent, which would equate the Lamanites with the
American Indians.
Lehi continues with respect to his own times, that “it is
wisdom that this [promised] land should be kept as yet from
the knowledge of other nations” or other nations would overrun it (2 Ne. 1:8); the Lord promises that if those whom he
“shall bring out of the land of Jerusalem shall keep his commandments, they shall prosper upon the face of this land; and
they shall be kept from all other nations, that they may possess this land unto themselves” (2 Ne. 1:9); but “when the time
cometh that they shall dwindle in unbelief,” the Lord “will
bring other nations unto them, and he shall give unto them
power, and he will take away from them the lands of their
possessions, and he will cause them to be scattered and smitten” (2 Ne. 1:10–11). This surely sounds like North American
history from a Euro-American perspective, in which the Lamanites (Indians) lived by themselves but because of their unbelief, other nations came and took the land and “scattered”
and “smote” them. (p. 179)
The extent of his analysis of the texts is the simple declaration that
“this surely sounds like North American history from a EuroAmerican perspective.”³⁶ It cannot be disputed that it sounds like that
36. Wunderli footnotes his material on the promised land with an oblique argument
that he proposes is indicative of Joseph Smith’s authorial relationship to the text. He
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to Wunderli, but is that what the text says or is this simply another of
his own ethnocentric readings? The answer can only come from doing
what Wunderli purports to do, but does not do. We must ask the text
what it means. The following are examples in which the text invokes
this promise of protection from other nations:
And thus being prepared to meet the Lamanites, they did
not prosper against us. But the word of the Lord was veriﬁed,
which he spake unto our fathers, saying that: Inasmuch as ye
will keep my commandments ye shall prosper in the land.
notes: “If the Book of Mormon reﬂects Joseph Smith’s thinking as an author, he was obviously enthusiastic about his country” (p. 178 n. 44). He concludes: “Even though Joseph
Smith was little-educated, he apparently absorbed the enlightened political ideas of his
time, many of which are found in the Book of Mormon, including the appointment of
leaders by the voice of the people; the rule of law; a system of checks and balances for
dealing with errant judges; majority rule; a land of liberty and equality; men possessed
of rights (Mosiah 29:25–32); and religious freedom (Mosiah 27:2–3; Alma 1:17; 30:7)”
(p. 179 n. 44).
While the text may certainly “sound like” these synopsis statements in Wunderli’s
method of reading the text, the reality of the Book of Mormon is much more complex
and displays signiﬁcant divergence from anything Joseph Smith would have understood.
Richard L. Bushman describes his attempt to discover the democratic and republican
features of the Book of Mormon: “When I was asked to give some talks in Utah during
the bicentennial of the American Revolution, I decided to examine the political principles embodied in the Book of Mormon and make some application to our Revolution and
Constitution. I thought this would be simple enough because of the switch from monarchy to a republic during the reign of Mosiah. I was sure that somewhere in Mosiah’s
statements I would ﬁnd ideas relevant to the modern world. With that in mind, I accepted
the invitation to talk, but not until a few months before I was to appear did I get down to
work. To my dismay I could not ﬁnd what I was looking for. Everything seemed just oﬀ
the point, confused and baﬄing. I could not ﬁnd the directions for a sound republic that
I had expected. . . . I long ago learned that it is better to ﬂow with the evidence than to
compel compliance with one’s preformed ideas. So I asked, instead, what does the Book
of Mormon say about politics? To my surprise, I discovered it was quite an unrepublican
book. Not only was Nephi a king, and monarchy presented as the ideal government in
an ideal world, but the supposedly republican government instituted under Mosiah did
not function that way at all. There was no elected legislature, and the chief judges usually
inherited their oﬃce rather than being chosen for it.” Richard L. Bushman, “My Belief,”
BYU Studies 25/2 (1985): 27.
When one does what Wunderli purports, which is to allow the text to determine
meaning, one arrives at conclusions signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from those Wunderli proposes. This is because he is not really allowing the text to speak but rather assuming that
the traditional readings must be normative.
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And it came to pass that the prophets of the Lord did
threaten the people of Nephi, according to the word of God,
that if they did not keep the commandments, but should fall
into transgression, they should be destroyed from oﬀ the face
of the land. (Jarom 1:9–10)
Behold, it came to pass that three hundred and twenty
years had passed away, and the more wicked part of the
Nephites were destroyed.
For the Lord would not suﬀer, after he had led them out
of the land of Jerusalem and kept and preserved them from
falling into the hands of their enemies, yea, he would not
suﬀer that the words should not be veriﬁed, which he spake
unto our fathers, saying that: Inasmuch as ye will not keep my
commandments ye shall not prosper in the land.
Wherefore, the Lord did visit them in great judgment;
nevertheless, he did spare the righteous that they should not
perish, but did deliver them out of the hands of their enemies.
(Omni 1:5–7)
And now, my brethren, I would that ye should do as ye
have hitherto done. As ye have kept my commandments, and
also the commandments of my father, and have prospered,
and have been kept from falling into the hands of your enemies, even so if ye shall keep the commandments of my son,
or the commandments of God which shall be delivered unto
you by him, ye shall prosper in the land, and your enemies
shall have no power over you. (Mosiah 2:31)
Now the Nephites were taught to defend themselves against
their enemies, even to the shedding of blood if it were necessary;
yea, and they were also taught never to give an oﬀense, yea, and
never to raise the sword except it were against an enemy, except
it were to preserve their lives.
And this was their faith, that by so doing God would prosper them in the land, or in other words, if they were faithful
in keeping the commandments of God that he would prosper
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them in the land; yea, warn them to ﬂee, or to prepare for war,
according to their danger. (Alma 48:14–15)
Blessed art thou and thy children; and they shall be
blessed, inasmuch as they shall keep my commandments they
shall prosper in the land. But remember, inasmuch as they
will not keep my commandments they shall be cut oﬀ from
the presence of the Lord.
And we see that these promises have been veriﬁed to the
people of Nephi; for it has been their quarrelings and their
contentions, yea, their murderings, and their plunderings,
their idolatry, their whoredoms, and their abominations,
which were among themselves, which brought upon them
their wars and their destructions. (Alma 50:20–21)
Every one of these invocations of the Nephite foundational promise
comes long before the possibility that any of them refer to any kind of
“North American history from a Euro-American perspective.” Every
one of them refers to an immediate conﬂict with enemies, and the
prospect of losing their protection because of iniquities is an imminent
problem, not one for some future date. Note also that the text from
Jarom originates in the land of Nephi and that the rest of the quotations from the land of Zarahemla. The Nephites were not preserved
in their ﬁrst “promised land,” so they were aware that this promise
applied very directly to the place where they lived. According to the
text, this promise of the land moved with the Nephites (from the land
of Nephi to the land of Zarahemla) and therefore is tied to the people,
not the place. It was invoked multiple times with a current enemy, not
the future peoples Wunderli reads into the text from his own EuroAmerican perspective. The text does not support Wunderli’s reading
but rather contradicts that reading.
Wunderli next presents attempts to bolster his argument that
the text requires North America to be the land northward with more
fascinating assertions based on an idiosyncratic reading of the text,
which he simply presents as proof without any analysis. For instance:
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All other references to the land northward are consistent
with its being North America. For example, Bountiful “bordered upon the land which they called Desolation, it being
so far northward that it came into the land which had been
peopled and been destroyed, of whose bones we have spoken”
(Alma 22:30, emphasis added); “so far northward” seems to
describe the distance to Cumorah in New York at least as well
as Sorenson’s calculated one hundred miles to Cumorah in
southern Mexico. (p. 180)
It is instructive to compare Wunderli’s analysis of the phrase so far
northward with David A. Palmer’s analysis of that same phrase:
McGavin and Bean (1949) argue that Cumorah is a great
distance north. “Whenever the Book of Mormon writers describe Ramah-Cumorahland, it is always described in a similar tone—a land far to the north, a land richly endowed with
all the natural bounties; a land of many waters, fountains and
streams.” What does the Book of Mormon really say?
“Therefore, Morianton put it into their hearts that they
should ﬂee to the land which was northward, which was covered with large bodies of water, and take possession of the
land which was northward.” (Alma 50:29) Now two questions
can be posed: (a) how far northward was it, and (b) was it the
same area where the land of Cumorah was located? Those are
open questions at this point. A clue to the ﬁrst question is
in the next verse. “And behold, they would have carried this
plan into eﬀect, (which would have been a cause to have been
lamented) but behold . . .” Why would it have been lamentable
for that group of contentious people to exile themselves by
several thousand miles from the land of the Nephites? That
would have been advantageous to the Nephites.
The insertion by Mormon suggests that they would still
have been close enough to cause shifts in the strategic balance
in the area of Bountiful. Otherwise, the Nephites would have
said, “Good-bye! Good riddance,” instead of sending a key
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army to head them oﬀ at the narrow pass which led through
the isthmus.
The second Book of Mormon account is similar. About
twenty years after the ﬁrst incident, there were planned migrations into the land northward, possibly due to tensions
arising from overpopulation in the land southward. (Helaman 3:1–5)
. . . there were an exceeding great many who departed
out of the land of Zarahemla, and went forth unto the
land northward to inherit the land. And they did travel
to an exceeding great distance, insomuch that they came
to large bodies of water and many rivers. Yea, and even
they did spread forth into all parts of the land, into whatever parts it had not been rendered desolate and without
timber, because of the many inhabitants who had before
inherited the land.
It is unlikely that they would go so far as to cut oﬀ all kinship
ties, and they apparently didn’t go beyond the land inhabited
previously by the Jaredites and Mulekites.³⁷
When Wunderli reads the phrase so far northward, he simply accepts
it as an indication of a great distance. Palmer asks the question “What
does the Book of Mormon really say?” and proceeds to analyze the
textual evidence. That is precisely what Wunderli proposed to do, but
eschews in favor of asserting meaning on the most “traditional” of
readings.
In addition to Palmer’s arguments, we have Sorenson’s calculated
distance that Wunderli has elsewhere stated to be “not unreasonable”
(p. 175). Wunderli deals with this in a similar manner to the way he
analyzed so far northward. He understands that one of the important
facts upon which a distance to Cumorah is based is the journey of the
scouting party that leaves the city of Lehi-Nephi to attempt to ﬁnd
Zarahemla. They get lost and ﬁnd the land Desolation instead, this
37. David A. Palmer, In Search of Cumorah: New Evidences for the Book of Mormon
from Ancient Mexico (Bountiful, UT: Horizon, 1981), 78–79.
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land that is “so far northward.” How does Sorenson come up with his
distances?
Ruling over a people in bondage in the land of Nephi, Limhi
sent explorers to relocate the Zarahemla from which their
grandfathers had come nearly 50 years earlier (Mosiah 8:7–8).
His messengers were to ask the people in Zarahemla for help
in throwing oﬀ the Lamanite yoke. Unfortunately, their route
somehow bypassed Zarahemla, took them through the “narrow neck of land” without their even realizing it, and brought
them to the ﬁnal battleground of the earlier people, the
Jaredites. There they found ruins and a set of 24 gold plates
left by the last Jaredite prophet, Ether (Ether 15:33; Mosiah
21:25–27). Sorrowfully, the explorers returned to their home
in Nephi to report to Limhi, mistakenly, that the remains they
had found must have been those of Zarahemla destroyed. The
exploring party would have known approximately how long
it had taken their fathers to travel from Zarahemla to Nephi
only two generations earlier, so by the time they had gone, say,
twice as far as the normal distance to Zarahemla, they must
have wondered about their position and probably would not
have gone much farther.
From Nephi to Zarahemla, on a direct line, was about
180 miles. Twice that distance would have taken them to the
“line” (Alma 22:32, logically a river) separating Bountiful
from Desolation, the beginning of the land northward. At
such a distance from home they would have thought of turning back. Surely diligent men such as the king would have sent
on this mission would not have pressed on much farther. So
it is unreasonable that the battleground of the Jaredites where
Limhi’s explorers ended up would have been more than 100
miles into the land northward from the “line” at the neck.³⁸
How does Wunderli respond to Sorenson’s logic? “A journey from
Panama to New York seems no more problematical than Limhi’s story
38. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 13–14.

212 • THE FARMS REVIEW 16/2 (2004)

on which Sorenson relies” (p. 180). I am at a loss as to why a journey of
four thousand miles and a journey of one hundred miles are remotely
similar. If Sorenson’s calculations are wrong, Wunderli might argue
the point and demonstrate a better calculation. He never does. Wunderli simply asserts that it is “no more problematical” than Sorenson’s
analysis.
Sorenson explains what real people would do when they cannot
ﬁnd a location at an expected distance. Wunderli discounts the idea
that the text must be tied to the actions of real people. Therefore he can
have this party wander eight thousand miles instead of perhaps two
hundred (they must ﬁnd the location and return). Using Sorenson’s
calculation of approximately eleven miles per day, this would take
about a year and nine months. Sorenson’s calculation of the number of
days of travel from the city of Lehi-Nephi to Zarahemla is around 21
days at the most.³⁹ Someone who is lost might spend more than 21 days
searching for his desired destination, but stretching a round trip of a
little over two months into a massive journey of one and three-fourths
years is a lot less reasonable than Wunderli so blithely asserts.
Wunderli continues this analysis-by-assumption in his next textual “proof.”
Just a few years later, “there were an exceeding great many who
departed out of the land of Zarahemla, and went forth into
the land northward to inherit the land”; “they did travel to
an exceeding great distance, insomuch that they came to large
bodies of water and many rivers”; “they did spread forth into
all parts of the land”; and “they did multiply and spread, and
did go forth from the land southward to the land northward,
and did spread insomuch that they began to cover the face of
the whole earth, from the sea south to the sea north, from the
sea west to the sea east” (Hel. 3:3–8 emphasis added).
This describes North America far better than southern
Mexico. (p. 181, emphasis in original)
39. Ibid., 8–9.

WUNDERLI, “CRITIQUE OF A LIMITED GEOGRAPHY” (GARDNER) • 213

Wunderli continues to rely on his assumption that phrases like an exceeding great distance must somehow be larger than what Sorenson
calculates, even though Sorenson’s calculations are based on data reported for human populations that have traveled. Rather than providing any analysis of the interrelatedness of geography, Wunderli simply states that “this describes North America far better than southern
Mexico.” That is clearly his opinion, but Sorenson obviously does not
share it. Given the comparative care with which the two analyze the
same text, I must agree with Sorenson. Wunderli’s analysis based on
what the text “sounds like” or “seems like” is much less powerful than
Sorenson’s critical examination of times, distances, and interrelationships in a real world.
The Critique of the Narrow Neck
Wunderli’s second area of geographical criticism deals with the
famous narrow neck of land in the Book of Mormon. He begins his
analysis of Sorenson’s reading of the narrow neck as the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec by discussing Alma 22:32:
And now, it was only the distance of a day and a half’s
journey for a Nephite, on the line Bountiful and the land
Desolation, from the east to the west sea; and thus the land
of Nephi and the land of Zarahemla were nearly surrounded
by water, there being a small neck of land between the land
northward and the land southward. (Alma 22:32)
Wunderli’s conclusion about this passage provides his reading of the
text:
If South America was the land southward, it meets the requirements of Alma 22:32 precisely. It is surrounded by water
except where Panama, a narrow country, links South America to Costa Rica and the rest of Central and North America.
Thus, South America is “nearly surrounded by water, there
being a small neck of land between the land northward and
the land southward,” which alone prevents it from being
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completely surrounded by water. It is as if Joseph Smith all but
named South America as the land southward. (p. 184, emphasis in original)
Wunderli reads the Book of Mormon as a modern text, as if the author
could turn to an available map of South America in order to know
that the South American continent was “nearly surrounded by water.” But this reading does not accurately represent the real world, as it
would be highly unlikely that the new immigrants would be aware of
the shape of their hemisphere. The question is not whether a modern
map-oriented reader could see that phrase and assume South America, but whether the text requires it. The text would require it only
if there were no plausible way that an ancient text could conceive of
this new land as nearly surrounded by water. Unfortunately, Wunderli
never attempts to follow through on the logic of his suggestion. He
opts for his opinion of the text as normative for the text.
It never occurs to Wunderli that the area described in the limited
geography theory is also “nearly surrounded by water.” If we allow
the possibility that the Book of Mormon was written by real people, it
would be impossible for them to claim that South America was “nearly
surrounded by water” because they could not have sailed around it to
have known. In the area of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, however, they
could tell that they were “nearly surrounded by water” by climbing
mountains near the narrow neck and visually scanning the horizon.
With a legitimate alternate reading there is no reason one must accept
Wunderli’s premise that the text requires the reading he proposes.
Directions
Wunderli’s ﬁnal criticism has to do with directions. He argues
that, since the limited geography model interprets north diﬀerently
from true north, it is therefore a distortion of the text. Wunderli suggests that north is true north and that the text therefore precludes
Sorenson’s model because it violates that constraint from the text. Of
course, Sorenson himself is aware of the skewed directions:
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Many features of south and central Mexico and Guatemala seem to match up decisively with the requirements for
the Book of Mormon territory, except perhaps for one major
anomaly. The Book of Mormon writers talk about their geography in terms of “north” or “northward” and “south” or
“southward,” while Mesoamerica seems skewed from those
standard compass directions.⁴⁰
Wunderli does not deal with any of Sorenson’s explanations of why
the directions might be skewed. What he does is note that the text uses
common directional terms:
There is little in the Book of Mormon from which to determine what the directional model is. Like a hemispheric
geography, however, the directional system may not be transparent, but everything in the text is consistent with “north”
meaning our north. First, the “land northward” and the “land
southward” match North and South America so well, as do
the east and west seas the Atlantic and Paciﬁc Oceans, that
readers assumed a hemispheric geography from the beginning. (p. 190)
Similar to Wunderli’s other analyses of the text, his method is to read
a word and simply accept it without any critical examination of the
text. He then bolsters the simple reading by appealing to tradition.
It is true that the text uses the words north and south. It is true that
many have read them and applied these terms to cardinal directions.
Neither of those two statements generates any argument. They may be
posited as true. However, that is not the same as saying that the text
requires a hemispheric interpretation, which is what Wunderli set out
to prove. At best Wunderli might hope to discredit the alternative, but
he cannot use this evidence to prove his beginning point that the text
requires nothing less than the hemispheric reading.
One of his textual “proofs” is that “the Jaredites and the Nephites
seemed to have had the same directional system” (p. 191). This is also
40. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 36, 38.
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a truism and hardly an issue for discussion. Unfortunately, Wunderli
fails to distinguish the essential diﬀerence between a consistent system and one that requires that north have only the meaning he ascribes to the word. When John E. Clark (who is both a well-respected
archaeologist and a Latter-day Saint) examined the geography of the
Book of Mormon, he noted:
I assume that the Nephite directional system was internally
consistent and that this consistency persisted throughout
the period of their history. I do not pretend to know how
Nephite “north” relates to the north of today’s compass, and
such information is irrelevant for my present purpose of reconstructing an internal geography. I do assume, however,
that regardless of what any “real” orientation may have been,
Nephite north was 180 degrees from Nephite south, and
both were 90 degrees oﬀ of east and west. The directional
suﬃx “-ward” is here loosely interpreted to mean “in the general direction of.” Thus, I read “northward” as “in a general
northerly direction.” Finally, all directions are directions
from “somewhere.” I assume the central reference point was
the city of Zarahemla, located in the “center” of the land of
Zarahemla (Helaman 1:24–27).⁴¹
Clark suggests that the text is consistent, regardless of the directional
system. Wunderli suggests that the consistency dictates the directional system. It does not take much experience with Mesoamerican
texts to prefer Clark’s approach.
The Maya are the most well-known culture from the general area
where the Book of Mormon took place according to the limited geography model Sorenson proposes. They were keenly interested in the
movements of heavenly bodies. As perceptive observers of the world,
they literally built the sky into their public buildings.
41. John Clark, “A Key for Evaluating Nephite Geographies,” review of Deciphering
the Geography of the Book of Mormon, by F. Richard Hauck, Review of Books on the Book
of Mormon 1 (1989): 25.
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Epigrapher Linda Schele describes a series of discoveries connecting myths, symbols, and buildings to the stars. She says: “With that
discovery, I realized that every major image from Maya cosmic symbolism was probably a map of the sky.”⁴² The complexities of their
astronomical observations assure us that they understood perfectly
where north is—except that it is in a diﬀerent place than our north.
Most modern Westerners understand north as a direction of travel
along the face of the earth. The Maya conceived of north as up. Not up
as in toward the top of a map, but up toward the sky.⁴³ Susan Milbrath,
an anthropologist, suggests that “just as all roads led to Rome in classical antiquity, all directions lead to the sun in Maya cosmology.”⁴⁴
She also notes: “Analysis of Chamula [a Maya people] astronomical
concepts indicates that the primary axis is an east-west direction
based on the sun’s daily path. Even though they recognize that the
zenith position is overhead, the east is visualized as the ‘up’ direction
and the west as ‘down.’ ”⁴⁵
In addition to diﬀerent peoples visualizing “up” as a diﬀerent
direction, the locations of the important directions are conceived
slightly diﬀerently. Our Western concept of directions arranges the
four quadrants with a vertical line running north and south and another perpendicular to it running east and west. For the Maya, the
important linear designations are at the intercardinal (i.e., northwest,
etc.) points. Milbrath explains:
When speaking of the cosmic directions, there is disagreement as to the location of the “corners” of the cosmos. Ulrich
Köhler notes that among the Tzotzil, Lacandón, and Quiché,
the sky-bearers hold up the heavens at the four intercardinal
directions. . . . In Quintana Roo, the Yucatec Maya of X-Cacal
42. Linda Schele, “The Hearth and the Tree,” in David Freidel, Linda Schele, and Joy
Parker, Maya Cosmos: Three Thousand Years on the Shaman’s Path (New York: Morrow,
1993), 87.
43. Susan Milbrath, Star Gods of the Maya: Astronomy in Art, Folklore, and Calendars (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999), 19.
44. Ibid., 17.
45. Ibid., 17, 19.
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place the great Chacs at the corners of the world associated
with true cardinal directions, but an informant from the village of Tusik describes the corners of the sky as being located
at the intercardinal points. The Maya of Yalcobá, Yucatán, say
that the corners of the cosmos are located at the intercardinal
directions, whereas the cardinal directions refer to the sides
of heaven.⁴⁶
These conceptions of world directions are directly relevant to the issue
of directions in the Book of Mormon. There are four issues at play in
this problem of directions. The ﬁrst is that Wunderli simply assumes
that because we understand where true north is that this is “real” north.
Second, he assumes that north is on the Western-conceived quadrants
arranged around the directions pointing to the north, east, south, and
west. Both Wunderli and Clark are correct that the directional system
is internally consistent. The diﬀerence is that Wunderli is locked into
the modern Western mind-set, and Clark is familiar with archaeological cultures and the variability of directional systems.
At this point the third part of the problem becomes apparent. The
Book of Mormon is the translation of a document from a culture with
which Joseph Smith was not familiar. We have evidence that Joseph
dictated “north.” What we do not have evidence of is what the text on
the plates said. While Wunderli makes the assumption that the translation necessarily uses vocabulary in precisely the way he expects it to
be used, this is actually a task to be submitted to the text rather than
to be assumed. As Clark noted, the system is consistent. We know that
the English words are used to describe a consistent system that always
has north as the opposite of south. What we do not know is what was
on the plates and what the relationship of the English words to that
text might have been. Does the text, as the translation it proclaims to
be, allow for the diﬀerence in directions?
In the Mesoamerican model, the conceptual universe is an “x,”
not a “+.” When a Mesoamerican travels north, is “north” only along
the straight line, or is it inclusive of the “pie” shape formed by the
46. Ibid., 19.
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opening of the intercardinal lines? How does one translate the conception of north as “up” or “overhead” to a world that sees north as
the top of a paper map?
The fourth problem with directions is related to the diﬀerence
between celestially and terrestrially oriented directions. The sky can
be used for quite precise directions when one can see it. However, in
most cases travelers follow topographic features, not the more open
path of the sky. I lived for a number of years in Albany, New York,
which is oriented to the Mohawk River. Streets do have a rough overall
grid pattern, but they tend to run more northwest/southeast rather
than east/west. Nevertheless, people tend to “straighten” the orientation, and will tell another to go “two blocks west” when the true
direction is northwest. Some form of regularization of directions is
witnessed in Maya monumental texts where the Maya refer to rulers
of Teotihuacán as “western lords.” On a map, Teotihuacán is north
northwest of the Maya cities. Nevertheless, they consistently describe
them as “western.” Directly west is the Paciﬁc Ocean. Between the
Maya view of directions that orient them to the intercardinal points
and the perceptual directions created by following natural topography
rather than maps, we can understand how the Maya can understand
the heavens so well, yet use a directional reference that appears wrong
to modern Western readers.
The issue of cardinal directions in Sorenson’s model is important,
but it has become a popular criticism largely on the basis of a Western
inability to conceive of the world diﬀerently. We expect that “north”
must mean precisely what we think it means. When this notion is
combined with the equally erroneous idea that the text of the Book
of Mormon is a perfect rendition of the underlying text, it is easy to
understand how even someone with Deanne Matheny’s background
might suggest: “Making this shift in directions creates its own set of
problems, however, because in such a Nephite directional system the
sun would come up in the south and set in the north.”⁴⁷
The astronomical sophistication of the Mesoamerican cultures
tells us that it would be impossible for them to assume that the “sun
47. Matheny, “Does the Shoe Fit?” 277.
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would come up in the south and set in the north.” However, that is
not what the Book of Mormon text is telling us. Although the English
text of the Book of Mormon subconsciously encourages us to read our
own cultural perceptions into directional terms, the text’s internal
consistency tells us that the directional system works. If we allow the
hypothesis that the text is a translation of an ancient document, then
the modern assumption of directions is the problem, not the presentation in the Book of Mormon.
At the end of his discussion of directions in the Book of Mormon,
Wunderli adds a criticism of Sorenson that is not speciﬁcally related
to directions but is perhaps located at this point in his argument because it deals with the Jaredites, whom he had recently mentioned as
having the same directional system as the Nephites. He argues:
Finally, in the Jaredite history, Omer “came over and
passed by the hill of Shim, and came over by the place where
the Nephites were destroyed, and from thence eastward, and
came to a place which was called Ablom, by the seashore, and
there he pitched his tent” (Ether 9:3). “The place where the
Nephites were destroyed” was at the hill Cumorah. If the hill
Cumorah was in New York State, Omer could clearly have
traveled from there eastward to a place called Ablom on the
Atlantic coast. Sorenson, however, identiﬁes Cumorah as
Cerro El Vigia in the Tuxtlas Mountains of southern Veracruz. On his study maps, Sorenson shows these mountains
right on the shore of the Bay of Campeche. Traveling Nephite
east (our north) from the Tuxtlas Mountains would put Omer
in the water. (p. 191)
He conﬁrms his impression that Cerro el Vigia sits on the coast in his
footnote to this paragraph (p. 191 n. 71). Unfortunately, he consulted
only Sorenson’s study maps to come to this conclusion. Since they are
at such a scale that it is diﬃcult to see the precise relationship of the hill
to the coast, Wunderli simply assumes that it is right on the coast. He
would have been better served to use David A. Palmer’s map of the area
in his In Search of Cumorah, where he made the argument for Cerro el
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Vigia as a candidate for Cumorah. That map clearly shows the hill inland from the coast.⁴⁸ While not distant from the coast, it is still not on
the coast, as Wunderli assumes. Since Sorenson bases his acceptance of
Cerro el Vigia on Palmer’s work,⁴⁹ Wunderli could have saved himself
this erroneous position had he examined the original argument.
Conclusions
Wunderli ends his article with a bold statement:
Critics of the Book of Mormon have challenged the limited geography model on various grounds, but so far as I
know, no one has challenged it based just on what the Book of
Mormon itself says. And, in fact, what the book says seems to
have been largely disregarded or misconstrued by the limited
geography theorists. (p. 197)
Compared to the careful analysis of a signiﬁcantly larger number of
texts by John L. Sorenson, however, it is Wunderli’s frequently contradictory analysis that distorts the text, not the limited geography
model.
Wunderli began his analysis with two assumptions that handicapped his results. First, he expected that the meaning of the text was
obvious⁵⁰ and second, that it was to be interpreted by appeal to tradition. As noted above, biblical exegetes would hardly agree with the
ﬁrst premise, and his second contradicts the oﬃcially declared position of the church on Book of Mormon geography.
Wunderli proposed to show how the text required a hemispheric
setting. Rather than analyzing the text for its internal meanings, he
extracts phrases to which he may assign meanings. Those meanings
have nothing to do with any analysis of the text itself, as is most obvious
in his discussion of distances, where he accepts Sorenson’s distances
48. Palmer, In Search of Cumorah, 256–57, map 4.
49. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 350.
50. He criticizes Sorenson for not seeing the “obvious” meaning of the text: “His
model wanders far aﬁeld from what the Book of Mormon straightforwardly describes”
(p. 197).
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as “not unreasonable” but then believes a distance of 4,000 miles to
be “reasonable” (where Sorenson calculates only 450 miles).⁵¹ Rather
than deal with the issue of calculated distances, he simply declares his
dramatically larger distance reasonable. He fails to see the contradiction to his assertion when he attempts to claim that Sorenson’s calculation of the width of the narrow neck isn’t narrow enough.
Wunderli’s arguments consistently eschew careful analysis of the
text in favor of a simple declaration that his reading should be correct.
Note the type of analysis indicated in several of his sentences that summarize his conclusions from his reading of the text (emphasis added).
• “Sorenson’s calculations are not unreasonable, but they do not
at all preclude a hemispheric geography” (p. 175).
• “This hardly describes the Jaredites as a colony in southern
Mexico” (p. 175).
• “These passages all clearly, if not explicitly, identify the promised land with North America” (p. 177).
• “This surely sounds like North American history from a EuroAmerican perspective” (p. 179).
• “‘So far northward’ seems to describe the distance to Cumorah in New York at least as well as Sorenson’s calculated one hundred
miles to Cumorah in southern Mexico” (p. 180).
• “This describes North America far better than southern Mexico” (p. 181).
• “If South America was the land southward, it meets the requirements of Alma 22:32 precisely” (p. 184).
For an analysis that purports to analyze what the text says, these
conclusions are remarkably distant from the text. The idea that the
text “sounds like—seems like” is not an analysis of the text. It is an imposition of a reading on the text. Similarly, the ﬁrm statements about
what the text says are all dependent upon reading them in only the
way Wunderli does. Sorenson reads them diﬀerently. I read them dif51. This is the more generous comparison. As noted above, the four-thousand-mile
problem may also be compared to a distance Sorenson calculates as only 180 miles (Zarahemla to Cumorah).
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ferently. Of course, Wunderli ﬁnds that the Book of Mormon “sounds
like North American history from a Euro-American perspective”
(p. 179). Malina and Neyrey warned us that “reading always entails
that readers bring their own understandings of the world to their
reading.”⁵² They are describing precisely what Wunderli has done. By
applying assumptions based upon the “Euro-American perspective,”
his reading is so heavily colored by those perceptions that he believes
that the text is dictating that meaning rather than his own reading.

52. Malina and Neyrey, Portraits of Paul, 8.
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Introduction

T

he Book of Mormon is a record prepared and written by ancient
American prophets. It contains a lineage history of three small
colonies who came from the Old World and settled in an American
land of promise. It also describes some of the subsequent activities of
these groups and their descendants, the teachings of the prophets and
Jesus Christ to those people anciently, and divine warnings to modern
readers today. Latter-day Saints believe the Book of Mormon to contain a true account, written anciently on plates having the appearance
of gold. They believe that these plates were revealed to the Prophet
Joseph Smith in 1823 by a heavenly messenger, who in mortality had
been an ancient American prophet. One early and common theory
proposed that the events in the Book of Mormon occurred throughout
North, Central, and South America. This is known today as the “hemispheric” Book of Mormon geography. Many Latter-day Saint scholars
who believe in the divinity and historicity of the Book of Mormon
now interpret those events as having occurred in a restricted region
of ancient Mesoamerica. During and after those events, according to
this view, people once associated with the activities recorded in the
Book of Mormon may have migrated to other parts of the Americas,
(continued on p. 228)
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The rise of studies in Amerindian DNA is sometimes suggested
as the catalyst for limited geographical models. As will be seen, however, limited geographical thinking on the Book of Mormon predates the discovery of the structure of the DNA molecule, which
won the 1962 Nobel Prize in Physiology and Medicine for Francis
H. C. Crick, James D. Watson, and Maurice H. F. Wilkens—to say
nothing of subsequent applications of DNA analysis to Amerindian
genetics over the last two decades.
In recent issues of the FARMS Review and the Journal of Book
of Mormon Studies, Latter-day Saint scholars and scientists from
a variety of disciplines, including molecular biology and genetics,
have addressed a number of issues that relate to the application of
scientiﬁc studies in human genetics to the Book of Mormon.¹ These
scholars have noted:
1. While recent research in human genetics suggests a very
substantial north Asian contribution, current scientiﬁc tools as yet
do not allow us to deﬁne the full ancestral heritage of any contemporary native American population.² The diﬃculty in using the contemporary tools of genetics to prove or disprove the presence of Israelite or Lehite descendants in the Americas is compounded by the
lack of any well-deﬁned genetic marker for an ancient Israelite such
as Lehi.
2. While they clearly include a biological component, terms
such as Israelite, Jew, Nephite, or Lamanite are primarily cultural
and ideological. In scripture and history, these terms always included many others who were not related biologically but shared
culture, ideology, religion, or covenants.³
3. Prophetic promises in the Book of Mormon regarding the
land were never conﬁned to actual descendants of Lehi but were
open-ended. Any nations, kindreds, tongues, or peoples who receive
the covenant blessings of the gospel can become numbered with father Lehi among the house of Israel (1 Nephi 14:1–2; 2 Nephi 1:5;
10:19).⁴
4. Historically, many Latter-day Saints, including several
leaders, have held that in addition to being descended from Book
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of Mormon peoples, native American populations likely had many
other ancestors as well.⁵ If Lehi’s small colony encountered and was
eventually incorporated into a much large native American population, it is unlikely that evidence for such a migration would be readily apparent.⁶
It must be emphasized that those who conceptualize a limited
geography for Book of Mormon events in the region of Mesoamerica
do not maintain that the descendants of Lehi remained conﬁned to
that region. These scholars have long suggested that people from the
region of Book of Mormon activity or their descendants likely spread
throughout the Americas during Book of Mormon times or after the
destruction of Mormon’s people. All pre-Columbian American unbelievers generally, regardless of biological origin, may quite properly be
called Lamanites (Alma 45:13–14; 4 Nephi 1:38). However, those who
receive the gospel and its covenants today would, according to Book
of Mormon deﬁnitions, more accurately be considered the “children”
or “seed” of father Lehi (1 Nephi 14:1–2).
Notes
1. Articles in the FARMS Review 15/2 (2003) include Daniel C. Peterson, “Prolegomena to the DNA Articles” (pp. 25–34); David A. McClellan, “Detecting Lehi’s Genetic
Signature: Possible, Probable, or Not?” (pp. 35–90); Matthew Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors:
Book of Mormon Peoples and Pre-Columbian Populations” (pp. 91–128); Matthew
Roper, “Swimming in the Gene Pool: Israelite Kinship Relations, Genes, and Genealogy”
(pp. 129–64); Brian D. Stubbs, “Elusive Israel and the Numerical Dynamics of Population Mixing” (pp. 165–82); and John A. Tvedtnes, “The Charge of ‘Racism’ in the Book of
Mormon” (pp. 183–97). Articles in the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003) include John L. Sorenson and Matthew Roper, “Before DNA” (pp. 6–23); Michael F. Whiting, “DNA and the Book of Mormon: A Phylogenetic Perspective” (pp. 24–35); John M.
Butler, “A Few Thoughts from a Believing DNA Scientist” (pp. 6–37); and D. Jeﬀrey
Meldrum and Trent D. Stephens, “Who Are the Children of Lehi?” (pp. 38–51).
2. Roper, “Swimming in the Gene Pool,” 129–64.
3. Roper, “Swimming in the Gene Pool,” 129–64.
4. Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors,” 91–128.
5. Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors,” 91–128.
6. Whiting, “DNA and the Book of Mormon,” 24–35; Butler, “A Few Thoughts,”
36–37; Meldrum and Stephens, “Who Are the Children of Lehi?” 38–51; McClellan,
“Detecting Lehi’s Genetic Signature,” 35–90; Stubbs, “Elusive Israel,” 165–82.
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but the events in the narrative itself were conﬁned to a limited region.
This interpretation is called the “limited” Mesoamerican geography.¹
Recently, some critics of the Book of Mormon have claimed that
the limited geography is only a late, desperate attempt to defend the
Book of Mormon. It is, they assert, contrary “to the Book of Mormon
text, early Mormon history, [and] Joseph Smith’s divine edicts.”² In
order to place the assertions of these critics in perspective, it is necessary to address several questions: What was the hemispheric geography based on? Granted that this early view was popular, was it based
on revelation? Is there any authoritative interpretation of Book of
Mormon geography? Is the localized geography some kind of debater’s ploy or are there substantial reasons for this view?
It is not my intention to provide a comprehensive history of theories about Book of Mormon geography.³ Instead, I will review the
origins and development of a limited geographical understanding of
the Book of Mormon. After discussing the early hemispheric view, I
will demonstrate how Latter-day Saint speculation about the geography has changed and adjusted as readers of the Book of Mormon have
found new information. I will show that antecedents of the limited geography were familiar to early readers of the Book of Mormon. Also,
the absence of any oﬃcial position and the diversity of opinion among
Latter-day Saint writers in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries indicate that these interpretations of Book of Mormon geography
were sometimes based on questionable assumptions about the authority of statements attributed to Joseph Smith. Third, I will show that the
absence of an authoritative geography and the diversity of interpretations throughout the nineteenth century inﬂuenced church leaders
1. See, for example, John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting for the Book
of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1985); Sorenson, Mormon’s Map (Provo, UT:
FARMS, 2000); and John L. Sorenson and Matthew Roper, “Before DNA,” Journal of
Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 6–23.
2. Dan Vogel and Brent Lee Metcalfe, eds., American Apocrypha: Essays on the Book
of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), vii–ix.
3. For an introduction to this subject, see John L. Sorenson, The Geography of Book
of Mormon Events: A Source Book, rev. ed. (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1992).
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and signiﬁcantly aﬀected subsequent work on Book of Mormon geography. Finally, I will review the development of the limited geography
theory and the scriptural basis on which it was established.

Hemispheric Interpretations of
Book of Mormon Geography
Historically, Latter-day Saints have proposed several possible correlations between the geography of the Americas and the Book of
Mormon. The earliest interpretation was what may be called a hemispheric geography, which pictured the events of the Book of Mormon
as occurring broadly throughout North, Central, and South America.
Since the text describes a “land northward” connected by a “narrow
neck of land” to a “land southward,” this is hardly surprising. The
barest glance at a map of the Western Hemisphere would be enough
to suggest such a view.
Orson Pratt and Book of Mormon Geography
Orson Pratt, one of the earliest and best known proponents of a
hemispheric geography, joined the church in 1830 and served several
missions throughout the United States before being called as an apostle in 1835. During his mission to Great Britain, he published an inﬂuential tract describing the Prophet Joseph Smith’s ﬁrst vision and the
coming forth of the Book of Mormon, along with a brief description
of its narrative. He placed its historical setting in various locations in
North, Central, and South America.⁴ Pratt published numerous other
pamphlets and articles detailing his views on diﬀerent subjects relating to the restoration of the gospel. Although he remained faithful to
the church, Joseph Smith, and subsequent prophets, he occasionally
encountered diﬃculties when his public statements and ideas conﬂicted with those of other church leaders, and he sometimes received
reproof from Joseph Smith and Brigham Young for engaging in what
4. Orson Pratt, Interesting Account of Several Remarkable Visions, and of the Late
Discovery of Ancient American Records (Edinburgh: Ballantyne and Hughes, 1840).
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they felt was unjustiﬁed speculation. Notwithstanding these sporadic
diﬃculties, Pratt remained a trusted church leader, an industrious
missionary, and a devoted defender of Joseph Smith and the Book of
Mormon.⁵ It is not surprising that his views on the geography of the
Book of Mormon would have some inﬂuence on Latter-day Saint interpretations of the book.
One of the earliest glimpses into Pratt’s Book of Mormon geography can be found in an 1832 newspaper report that described a
missionary presentation by Pratt and his fellow future apostle Lyman
Johnson in Mercer County, Pennsylvania, while they were on their
way to fulﬁll a mission to the East. The reporter indicated that the
missionaries gave an account of the visit of the angel and the coming
forth of the Book of Mormon as well as a brief description of its narrative. “Six hundred years before Christ a certain prophet called Lehi
went out to declare and promulgate the prophecies to come; he came
across the water into South America.” After the Savior’s appearance
the people became wicked and commenced a war. “The last battle
that was fought among these parties was on the very ground where
the plates were found, but it had been a running battle, for they commenced at the Isthmus of Darien and ended at Manchester.”⁶
When one reviews the numerous discourses and publications of
Orson Pratt between 1840 and his death in 1881, one can detect a fairly
consistent picture of his interpretation of Book of Mormon geography.
Going from south to north, Pratt had Lehi landing on the western
5. See Breck England, The Life and Thought of Orson Pratt (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1985).
6. Orson Pratt, “The Orators of Mormonism,” Catholic Telegraph, 14 April 1832, a
reprint from the Mercer Free Press. In early 1832, the Franklin Democrat, another Pennsylvania paper, also reported that several unidentiﬁed missionaries gave a similar account of Lehi, who, “with another family who accompanied him, built themselves a ship
and landed on the coast of South America.” After the Savior’s appearance and several
generations of righteousness, the people were divided again and wars ensued. “The ﬁrst
battle was fought nigh to the straits of Darien [Panama], and the last at a hill called Comoro, when all the Christians were hewn down but one prophet” (“Mormonism,” Fredonia Censor, 7 March 1832).
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coast of South America,⁷ speciﬁcally Chile.⁸ The land of Nephi was in
Ecuador at the headwaters of the Amazon.⁹ The land of Zarahemla
was in Colombia,¹⁰ and the river Sidon was the Magdalena River in
that country.¹¹ The land Bountiful was in the northern part of South
America just below the Isthmus of Darien.¹² The Mulekites, on their
arrival, had ﬁrst landed north of Darien on the coast of North America
and then settled Zarahemla in the northern part of South America.¹³
It was on the west side just below this point that Hagoth (and others)
built ships and launched them into the west sea.¹⁴ The land southward,
which Pratt viewed as South America, was divided between Nephite
and Lamanite lands, with the Lamanites occupying the central and
southern portions of the continent and the Nephites occupying the
northern portion.¹⁵ Pratt placed the narrow neck of land and the narrow pass or passage at the Isthmus of Darien in Panama.¹⁶ The land
northward extended in a northerly direction from the Isthmus of
Darien up into northern Central America and North America.¹⁷
7. O. Pratt, “Orators of Mormonism”; O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 16; Journal of
Discourses, 14:10; 16:51, 341; 17:273.
8. Orson Pratt, “Sacred Metallic Plates,” Millennial Star 28 (1 December 1866): 761;
(22 December 1866): 801; Journal of Discourses, 12:342; 14:325; Book of Mormon (1879
ed.), 47.
9. Journal of Discourses, 12:342; 14:325–26; 19:207; Book of Mormon (1879 ed.),
155.
10. Journal of Discourses, 12:342; 13:129; 15:257; 16:56–57; 19:207; Book of Mormon
(1879 ed.), 155.
11. Journal of Discourses, 14:325; 16:51; Book of Mormon (1879 ed.), 238.
12. O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 21; Journal of Discourses, 7:33; Orson Pratt, “Divinity of the Book of Mormon,” Millennial Star 28 (16 June 1866): 370–71; Journal of
Discourses, 12:342; 13:128; 14:329; 15:259; 19:312.
13. O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 16, 18; O. Pratt, “Sacred Metallic Plates,” 761; Journal of Discourses, 12:342; 14:326.
14. Journal of Discourses, 14:326.
15. O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 16; Journal of Discourses, 14:325–26.
16. O. Pratt, “Orators of Mormonism”; O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 21; O. Pratt,
“Sacred Metallic Plates,” 763; Journal of Discourses, 12:342; 14:331; 16:51; 17:273.
17. O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 18; O. Pratt, “Sacred Metallic Plates,” 762; Journal of
Discourses, 14:326.
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In Pratt’s geography, the Jaredites had landed on the western coast
of the Gulf of California,¹⁸ and the Jaredite capital in the land of Moron
was somewhere in Central America between the Gulf of California and
the Isthmus of Darien.¹⁹ King Omer’s settlement at Ablom was along
the seacoast of New England east of New York.²⁰ The Jaredites, before
they were destroyed, eventually inhabited all of North America.²¹ The
later Nephites also eventually migrated into North America, settling
in a land of many waters, which Pratt identiﬁed as the region extending from the Mississippi Valley up into the Great Lakes region.²² The
Nephites, like the Jaredites before them, were eventually destroyed at
the same hill called Cumorah in western New York.²³
Throughout the nineteenth century, many Latter-day Saint writers followed Pratt’s model. The popular opinions of George Reynolds²⁴
and James Little²⁵ were only slightly revised versions of Pratt’s initial
ideas, which were incorporated into the footnotes of the 1879 edition of
the Book of Mormon. Although clearly a popular theory among Latterday Saints, it is less clear how much of this hemispheric view reﬂected
Joseph Smith’s ideas or, more important for Latter-day Saints, which, if
any, of these ideas were based on prophetic revelation.
18. O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 15; Orson Pratt, “The Mastodon of the Book of
Ether,” Millennial Star 28 (8 December 1866): 776; Journal of Discourses, 12:341; 13:129;
19:208; Book of Mormon (1879 ed.), 572, 582.
19. Book of Mormon (1879 ed.), 582.
20. O. Pratt, “Mastodon of the Book of Ether,” 776–77; Journal of Discourses, 12:341;
Book of Mormon (1879 ed.), 589.
21. O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 15; O. Pratt, “Sacred Metallic Plates,” 762; Journal
of Discourses, 12:341–42; 19:207–8.
22. O. Pratt, “Sacred Metallic Plates,” 763; Journal of Discourses, 13:130; 14:11, 326–
27; 17:273.
23. O. Pratt, “Orators of Mormonism”; O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 21; Orson Pratt,
“Yucatan,” Millennial Star 10/22 (15 November 1848): 347; Orson Pratt, “The Hill Cumorah,” Millennial Star 28 (7 July 1866): 417–19; O. Pratt, “Sacred Metallic Plates,” 763;
Journal of Discourses, 14:11, 326, 331; 16:57; Book of Mormon (1879 ed.), 559, 606.
24. George Reynolds, The Story of the Book of Mormon (Chicago: Etten, 1888).
25. See Donald W. Parry, Jeanette W. Miller, and Sandra A. Thorne, eds., A Comprehensive Annotated Book of Mormon Bibliography (Provo, UT: Research, 1996), 266, for
bibliographical references to Little’s works.
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Joseph Smith and Book of Mormon Geography
The Prophet Joseph Smith knew that the plates from which the
Book of Mormon was translated had been obtained from the hill near
his home. Aside from this, however, it does not appear that the angel
Moroni identiﬁed current locations for places mentioned in the book.
It is noteworthy—but scarcely surprising—that the Book of Mormon
itself does not identify the hill in which it was buried. Instead, the hill
in which all the Nephite plates other than those of the Book of Mormon were buried is identiﬁed (Mormon 6:6).²⁶ It is also unclear how
much, if any, geography Moroni revealed to the Prophet—whose calling was that of translator, not geographer. In the absence of revelation
on Book of Mormon geography, we must expect the Saints to express
their own ideas. Revelation is one thing, while speculation is quite
another. Joseph Smith said very little about the geography of the Book
of Mormon. What little he did say suggests that he may have shared
the view held by his associates, that the Book of Mormon narrative
describes events occurring in North, Central, and South America.
Prophetic promises. One reason early Latter-day Saints assumed
a hemispheric geography is that it seems to have been inferred from
the prophetic promises concerning the land. The Book of Mormon
indicates that this land is a land of promise and that the blessings associated with it are open-ended and extend to all who are willing to
receive and obey the covenants of God. Speaking of the Book of Mormon and these promises, the Prophet wrote in 1833: “By it, we learn,
that our western tribes of Indians, are descendants from that Joseph
that was sold into Egypt, and that the land of America is a promised
land unto them, and unto it, all the tribes of Israel will come, with
as many of the gentiles as shall comply with the requisitions of the
new covenant.”²⁷ Since the promised blessings on the land extended
to all, early Latter-day Saints may have assumed that Book of Mormon
events extended throughout all the Americas as well.
26. See below, page 266.
27. Joseph Smith to N. C. Saxton, 4 January 1833, American Revivalist, 2 February
1833.
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In 1838 the Prophet wrote an account of Moroni’s 1823 visitation:
“He said there was a book deposited, written upon gold plates, giving
an account of the former inhabitants of this continent, and the source
from whence they sprang. He also said that the fulness of the everlasting Gospel was contained in it, as delivered by the Savior to the
ancient inhabitants” (JS—H 1:34). Although not recorded until 1838,
this account of the message of the angel may have inﬂuenced subsequent Latter-day Saint understanding of Book of Mormon geography.
In pre-1838 Latter-day Saint usage, some may have understood continent to refer to all of the Americas, including both North and South
America, wherever a remnant of Jacob might be found. Since the Book
of Mormon was written by pre-Columbian American prophets to the
surviving remnant of a people now scattered throughout the Americas, one can understand why early readers of the Book of Mormon
might interpret past events in the scriptural narrative in broad hemispheric terms. Still, in retrospect, a more attenuated interpretation
would also have been consistent with this terminology. Book of Mormon events took place at some location in the Americas as opposed to
some other place such as Europe or Asia or Africa. Early convert Eli
Gilbert thus reasoned:
If Moses and the prophets, Christ and his apostles, were
the real authors of the bible, chieﬂy revealed and written on
the continent of Asia, was not the book of Mormon also written by men who were divinely inspired by the Holy Spirit, on
the continent of America? And did not Jesus Christ as truly
appear on the continent of America, after his resurrection,
and choose twelve apostles to preach his gospel; and did he
not deliver his holy doctrine, and teach the same to numerous
multitudes on this American continent? I say, did he not as
truly do these things here, after his resurrection, as he did the
same in Jerusalem before his resurrection? My heart and soul
replies yes: the proof is full and clear, and has recently been
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conﬁrmed by angels from heaven, and what need have we of
any further witnesses?²⁸
In other words, the comparison being drawn is one between the
record of the Bible and the record of the Book of Mormon. Just as
the Bible contains an account of the former inhabitants of the Asian
continent, the Book of Mormon contains an account of the former
inhabitants of the American continent. The Bible, however, is only
concerned with a limited region of Asia and is largely conﬁned to a
small area. Similarly, the Book of Mormon, while an account written
by ancient American prophets, may also have been limited to a small
area, although the blessings promised in it may extend well beyond
those boundaries. While the early Saints may have thought of Book
of Mormon events in hemispheric terms, neither the prophecies in
the Book of Mormon nor Joseph Smith’s account of Moroni’s visit requires such an interpretation of Book of Mormon geography.
Lehi’s landing place. Several statements that have been attributed
to the Prophet Joseph Smith have also led some of the Saints to assume
that the Book of Mormon must be understood in a hemispheric setting. One of these concerns the place where Lehi and his family landed
in the Americas. Franklin D. Richards and James A. Little published a
booklet in 1882 entitled A Compendium of the Doctrines of the Gospel.
They included the following statement:
LEHI’S TRAVELS.—Revelation to Joseph the Seer. The
course that Lehi and his company traveled from Jerusalem to
the place of their destination:
28. Eli Gilbert to Oliver Cowdery, 24 September 1834, in Messenger and Advocate 1
(October 1834): 10, emphasis added. Even non-Mormon writers took note of the comparison, “The Holy Bible professes to be a history of the peopling of the old continent—the
Golden Bible of the new continent.” Wm. Owen, “A Comparison between the Book of
Mormon and the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, or The Golden Bible vs. The
Holy Bible,” Free Enquirer, New York, 10 September 1831, emphasis added.
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They traveled nearly a south, southeast direction until
they came to the nineteenth degree of north latitude; then,
nearly east to the Sea of Arabia, then sailed in a southeast
direction, and landed on the continent of South America, in
Chili [sic], thirty degrees south latitude.²⁹
Some students of the Book of Mormon have assumed a hemispheric setting for Book of Mormon events largely on the basis of this
statement since it seemed to anchor the Lehite landing in western
South America on the apparent authority of prophetic revelation to
Joseph Smith. Research on the history of the statement shows that it
can be traced to two documents. The ﬁrst of these includes a statement
written in the hand of Frederick G. Williams, who was one of Joseph
Smith’s scribes in Kirtland. On this document, however, the words
“Lehi’s Travels” and “Revelation to Joseph the Seer” do not appear
as they do in the 1882 Richards and Little publication. “The original
Williams copy . . . does not,” as one scholar has noted, “attribute the
statement to Joseph Smith and, although Richards follows closely the
Williams account, he gives no source for the statement or the title.
There is no known earlier historical evidence associating this speciﬁc
statement with Joseph Smith.”³⁰ The title and the words “Revelation to
Joseph the Seer” seem to have been assumed and then added by Little
and Richards in their 1882 publication.
A second statement, nearly identical to the one above, was apparently written down in the hand of John M. Bernhisel in the spring
of 1845 on his visit to Emma Smith in Nauvoo while he was making
a partial copy of the Joseph Smith Translation of the Bible. Like the
ﬁrst, this second statement has no heading and is not attributed either
to Joseph Smith or to revelation. Some have proposed that while the
evidence for these documents does not support the view that it was a
revelation, the statement may reﬂect the speculative ideas of Joseph
29. Franklin D. Richards and James A. Little, A Compendium of the Doctrines of the
Gospel (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1882), 289.
30. Frederick G. Williams III, “Did Lehi Land in Chile?: An Assessment of the Frederick G. Williams Statement” (FARMS paper, 1988), 3–4.
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Smith, Frederick G. Williams, or some of the other brethren in Kirtland, Ohio.³¹ Consequently, “it should not be given any more authority than any other theory and must receive its test of validity, not by
what others say about it, but by how it compares to information given
in the Book of Mormon itself.”³²
Signiﬁcantly, Orson Pratt, who often mentioned the site of Lehi’s
landing in his writings, never attributed the idea of a Chilean landing
to Joseph Smith or to revelation. In fact, Pratt once explained that
this view was actually based upon his own inference from the Book
of Mormon text. “As near as we can judge from the description of the
country contained in this record the ﬁrst landing place was in Chili,
not far from where the city of Valparaiso now stands.”³³ Following
31. Williams, “Did Lehi Land in Chile?” 12–13.
32. Williams, “Did Lehi Land in Chile?” 16. “Despite apologetic denial,” writes one
recent critic, “Joseph Smith said that ‘Lehi and his company . . . landed on the continent
of South America, in Chile, thirty degrees south latitude.’” Dan Vogel, Joseph Smith: The
Making of a Prophet (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2004), 629 n. 18. And what is the
evidence for this conclusion? In addition to citing the problematic 1882 Richards and
Little Compendium, the writer notes that “this belief can be traced to the earliest teachings of the Mormon missionaries” (ibid.). On 18 November 1830, the Ohio Observer and
Telegraph reported the arrival of Oliver Cowdery and several other missionaries in Ohio
on their way to Missouri to preach to the Indians. According to the writer of the article,
Cowdery believed that Lehi’s family “landed on the coast of Chili 600 years before the
coming of Christ.” This apparently constitutes all the evidence for the assertion that Joseph Smith made the statement and that Latter-day Saints are bound to the view of the
Book of Mormon that has Lehi landing in Chile in South America. While tracing a geographical idea to early missionaries may reveal what those early missionaries thought or
said, it tells us little or nothing about where the idea originated or what Joseph Smith’s
views were. Orson Pratt, who reported that he derived the idea of a Chilean landfall from
consideration of the Book of Mormon text itself, had been baptized in September 1830
and had become “intimately acquainted” with the witnesses to the Book of Mormon (of
whom, of course, Oliver Cowdery was one) in October 1830. Elden J. Watson, ed., The
Orson Pratt Journals (Salt Lake City: published by the editor, 1975), 9. He does not tell us
when he drew his conclusion, but it is not inconceivable that Cowdery’s November 1830
suggestion of a Chilean landing emerged from conversation with the precocious young
convert Orson Pratt and not from Joseph Smith at all. More important, even if Joseph
Smith, who was then in New York and not Ohio, shared the views of these brethren, why
must we conclude that he derived that view from some revelation?
33. Journal of Discourses, 14:325, emphasis added. In 1848 Pratt explained that one
can determine the location of Book of Mormon events rather precisely if one is “acquainted with the present geographical features of the country.” See below, page 251.
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Pratt’s death, the 1882 publication of Richards and Little’s Compendium helped to disseminate the apparently mistaken view that the information about Lehi’s Chilean landing was based on revelation.³⁴ In
1909, however, B. H. Roberts, who had himself once assumed that the
statement represented revelation, eventually came to question its revelatory status. He noted that “this alleged ‘revelation’ has dominated
all our thinking, and inﬂuenced all our conclusions upon the subject
of Book of Mormon geography. Whereas, if this is not a revelation, the
physical description relative to the contour of the lands occupied by
the Jaredites and Nephites, that being principally that two large bodies
of land were joined by a narrow neck of land—can be found between
Mexico and Yucatan with the Isthmus of Tehuantepec between.” In
that case, “many of our diﬃculties as to the geography of the Book
of Mormon—if not all of them[,] in fact, will have passed away.” If
not revelation, Roberts further reasoned, “much found in this treatise [Roberts’s own writings] of the Book of Mormon relative to the
Nephites being in South America—written under the impression that
the passage . . . was, as is there set forth, a revelation—will have to be
modiﬁed.”³⁵ Other Latter-day Saints expressed similar cautions.³⁶ The
key issue for Roberts and other Latter-day Saints was the accuracy of
attributing this apocryphal or extracanonical statement of questionable origin to divine revelation—a legitimate concern. Subsequent research seems to conﬁrm this assessment.³⁷
Zelph and Book of Mormon geography. In mid-1834, while traveling with Zion’s Camp through western Illinois on their way to MisValparaíso lies at 33.02° south. “It may be,” Williams asserts, “that 1 Nephi 18:24 is a key
in establishing the landing site as being in Chile thirty degrees south latitude, for in that
verse we learn that the seeds brought from Jerusalem ‘did grow exceedingly.’ Jerusalem
is at approximately thirty degrees north latitude, a comparable climate, important for
the growth of seeds.” Williams’s suggestion ﬁnds further support in Pratt’s admission
that the location was suggested “from the description of the country contained in this
record.” Journal of Discourses, 14:325.
34. Richards and Little, Compendium of the Doctrines, 289.
35. B. H. Roberts, New Witnesses for God (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1909),
3:502–3.
36. Frederick J. Pack, “Route Traveled by Lehi and His Company,” Instructor, April
1938, 160.
37. Williams, “Did Lehi Land in Chile?”
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souri, Joseph Smith and some of his associates explored the surface of
a burial mound near the Illinois River. Some of the brethren uncovered a skeleton. Extant historical sources indicate that Joseph Smith
made some statements regarding the identity of the individual whose
remains they uncovered. These sources also hint that at least some of
his remarks may have been based on a revelation or vision. Unfortunately, Joseph Smith himself did not describe the incident directly nor
did he record the contents of any revelation. Several of the brethren
wrote accounts in their journals describing the event and later scribes
drew on these accounts when preparing the manuscript, which was
later published in the History of the Church.³⁸ In several studies of
this episode, Kenneth Godfrey has analyzed the diﬀerent primary
accounts, which agree on some details but disagree on others.³⁹ The
challenge for historians is to determine which, if any, statements attributed to Joseph Smith on this matter were revelation and which
may have been implied or surmised by him or by others. Although
several of these sources make reference to ideas that could impinge
on the question of Book of Mormon geography, they are problematic
since, for several years prior to Zion’s Camp, Latter-day Saints already
seem to have held and shared assumptions about Book of Mormon
geography. To what extent did Joseph Smith share these views, and to
what extent did these earlier assumptions about Book of Mormon geography shape the information supplied in these early sources? Since
these sources do not allow us to answer these questions, the usefulness
of the Zelph story in trying to reconstruct an authoritative geography
for the Book of Mormon is slight.
One early source, for example, refers to the land of Desolation, a
location of some importance in the Book of Mormon. Levi Hancock,
a member of Zion’s Camp, reported that Joseph Smith told Sylvester
Smith that the region where Zelph’s bones were found “was called the
land of desolation.”⁴⁰ Was this part of the information that was revealed
38. History of the Church, 2:79–80.
39. Kenneth W. Godfrey, “The Zelph Story,” BYU Studies 29/2 (1989): 31–56; Godfrey, “What Is the Signiﬁcance of Zelph in the Study of Book of Mormon Geography?”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 8/2 (1999): 70–79.
40. Levi Hancock diary, cited in Godfrey, “Zelph Story,” 37.
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to the Prophet in a vision or was it a later supposition made by him
or others following the mention of Zelph? The sources available simply do not allow us to answer this question. We can say, however, that
Joseph’s purported statement about Desolation is similar to a theory already advanced and published by W. W. Phelps a year and a half before.
Phelps published an article in 1832 in which he described “the section
of country from the Mississippi to the Rocky Mountains” as the land
of Desolation once inhabited by the Jaredites and Nephites.⁴¹ Was the
geographical reference in Joseph’s comment, as reported by Hancock,
part of a revelation about Zelph or did it simply reﬂect Phelps’s view of
the Book of Mormon? Based on the Hancock and Phelps references, one
writer has asserted that Joseph Smith called North America the land of
Desolation.⁴² Joseph, it appears, seems to have shared the view in 1834
that the land between the Rocky Mountains and the Mississippi was
Desolation, with Joseph apparently including western Illinois under
that geographical umbrella. Since Phelps’s idea preceded Zion’s Camp
by at least a year and a half, there is some justiﬁcation for believing that
this geographical point was merely an early interpretation rather than
part of a revelation about Zelph.
What we appear to have in the 1830s are at least two diﬀering hypotheses regarding the location of the land of Desolation, a key geographical point in the Book of Mormon. One view places it at the Isthmus of Darien in Panama and another places it in the Great Plains region
of North America, thousands of miles to the north. Orson Pratt, who
participated in Zion’s Camp but never wrote about the Zelph episode,
apparently placed Desolation in Panama. Among the early brethren,
thus, there was ﬂuidity of ideas about Book of Mormon geography. It
also implies that such questions had not been settled by revelation.
On 4 June 1834, Joseph Smith wrote to his wife Emma and related some of the experiences of Zion’s Camp. Toward the end of his
letter, he reﬂected on the experience of traveling with a company of
41. William W. Phelps, “The Far West,” Evening and Morning Star, October 1832.
42. Dan Vogel, Indian Origins and the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1986), 85 n. 70. The Book of Mormon, however, never equates the land northward with the land of Desolation. Rather, the land Desolation is a region within the land
northward.
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good and honest men, “wandering over the plains of the Nephites, recounting occasionally the history of the Book of Mormon, roving over
the mounds of that once beloved people of the Lord, picking up their
skulls & their bones, as proof of its divine authenticity.”⁴³ The letter
may be making reference to digging up the bones of Zelph, although
Joseph does not name the warrior, nor does he say anything in the letter about a vision or revelation on the subject. Yet, even if we were to
assume that the words “plains of the Nephites” represented revealed
information rather than Joseph Smith’s own guess, the phrase is not
a geographical designation for any place mentioned in the Book of
Mormon text. In theory, any ﬂat place where some Nephites had once
been could be described as “the plains of the Nephites.” The Book of
Mormon indicates that some groups of Nephites migrated from the
land with which the Book of Mormon is concerned (Alma 63:4–9;
Helaman 3:3–16). Did Zelph die in battle defending Mormon’s people
in the late fourth century AD or did he perish defending a group of
Nephite faithful who had migrated to parts of North America during or after Book of Mormon times? Aware of some of these diﬃculties, apostle John A. Widtsoe supposed that Zelph may have lived at
a time “when Nephites and Lamanites had been somewhat dispersed
and had wandered over the country.”⁴⁴ After surveying the available
historical sources relating to Zelph, Fletcher Hammond argued that
“it is possible and quite probable, that sometime during the Book of
Mormon history, some adventurous Nephites and Lamanites settled
in what is now the western plains of the United States, the Mississippi
Valley, and as far north as the Great Lakes region. But, no account of
what they did was important enough for Mormon to include it in the
abridgment of the Large Plates of Nephi.”⁴⁵ In another treatment of
this issue, Norman Pierce asks:
43. Joseph Smith to Emma Smith, 4 June 1834, in Dean Jessee, Personal Writings of
Joseph Smith, rev. ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and Brigham Young University Press,
2002), 345–46.
44. John A. Widtsoe, “Is Book of Mormon Geography Known?” Improvement Era,
July 1950, 547.
45. Fletcher B. Hammond, Geography of the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Utah
Printing, 1959), 151–52.
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Why were the prominent chieftain Zelph and the great
Prophet Onandagus, who was known from the eastern sea to
the Rocky Mountains, not mentioned at all in the Book of
Mormon? Surely a prophet of such prominence would have
received some notice had he been known to the historians of
the Book of Mormon.
The answer is very obvious:—Because the Book of Mormon historians who were down in Central America, knew
nothing at all of either the Prophet Onandagus or [of] the
Chieftain Zelph. It was more than 400 years before Mormon’s
time that Hagoth sailed north, and we only have a report of
the ﬁrst ship returning. . . . Naturally, both Mormon and Moroni were too far removed from Onandagus and Zelph to report them.⁴⁶

Early Views on Central America and the
Narrow Neck of Land
In 1833 W. W. Phelps cited a letter from a traveler in Central
America, published in the London Literary Gazette, describing ruins
made of cement in the Petén in Guatemala. Phelps saw this as “good
testimony that such things as cities and civilization, ‘prior to the fourteenth century,’ existed in America.”⁴⁷ In a lengthy tract on the Book
of Mormon in 1841, missionary Charles Thompson quoted extracts
from Josiah Priest’s book American Antiquities, which described the
ruins of Palenque in Chiapas, Mexico, then known as Otulum. Early
reports, reprinted by Priest, implied that the city was much more massive than it later turned out to be. These reports suggested to Thompson that the Mexican ruins could have been those of the Jaredite city
built by Lib “by the narrow neck of land, by the place where the sea
divides the land” (Ether 10:20).⁴⁸
46. Norman C. Pierce, Another Cumorah: Another Joseph (n.p.: Pierce, 1954), 35–36.
47. William W. Phelps, “Discovery of Ancient Ruins in Central America,” Evening
and Morning Star 1/9 (February 1833): [71].
48. Charles Thompson, Evidences in Proof of the Book of Mormon . . . (Batavia, NY:
Waite, 1841), 93.
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Stephens’s Incidents of Travel
While these discoveries were of interest to some Latter-day Saints,
they seem to have had little eﬀect on interpretations of Book of Mormon geography. The 1841 publication of John L. Stephens’s Incidents of
Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatan,⁴⁹ however, changed
this. The book contained illustrations of many ruins in Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico by artist Frederick Catherwood and was an instant
success. In June, the Latter-day Saint newspaper in Nauvoo, the Times
and Seasons, reprinted an article from the New York Weekly Herald describing lectures by Catherwood in New York.⁵⁰ In the fall of that year,
John Bernhisel sent Joseph Smith a copy of Stephens and Catherwood’s
work. In a letter thanking his friend for the gift, Joseph wrote:
I received your kind present by the hand of Er. [Elder] Woodruﬀ & feel myself under many obligations for this mark of your
esteem & friendship which to me is the more interesting as it
unfolds & developes many things that are of great importance
to this generation & corresponds with & supports the testimony
of the Book of Mormon; I have read the volumes with the greatest interest & pleasure & must say that of all the histories that
have been written pertaining to the antiquities of this country
it is the most correct luminous & comprihensive.⁵¹
Other Latter-day Saints were intrigued by these new discoveries
as well and sought to incorporate the new information provided by
Stephens and Catherwood into their own interpretations of the Book
of Mormon. It may be signiﬁcant that these interpreters seem to have
expressed a variety of ideas not always consistent with each other or
with earlier geographical constructions. The brethren apparently felt
free to speculate, interpret, adapt, and revise their theories in light of
new information and discoveries as they became known.
49. John L. Stephens, Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatan
(New York: Harper & Row, 1841).
50. “American Antiquities—More Proofs of the Book of Mormon,” Times and Seasons 2 (15 June 1841): 440–42.
51. Joseph Smith to John Bernhisel, 16 November 1841, in Jessee, Personal Writings
of Joseph Smith, 533.
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Parley P. Pratt’s View
One of the earliest Latter-day Saints to discuss Stephens’s work was
apostle Parley Pratt, Orson Pratt’s brother. Having learned of the book
in England, Pratt commented on the discoveries in March 1842:
It is a striking and extraordinary coincidence, that, in the
Book of Mormon, commencing page 563 [553 of the 1837 edition], there is an account of many cities as existing among the
Nephites on the “narrow neck of land which connected the
north country with the south country;” and Mormon names
a number of them, which were strongly fortiﬁed, and were the
theatres of tremendous battles, and that ﬁnally the Nephites
were destroyed or driven to the northward, from year to year,
and their towns and country made most desolate, until the
remnant became extinct on the memorable heights of Cumorah (now western New York),— I say it is remarkable that Mr.
Smith, in translating the Book of Mormon from 1827 to 1830,
should mention the names and circumstances of those towns
and fortiﬁcations in this very section of country, where a Mr.
Stephens, ten years afterwards, penetrated a dense forest, till
then unexplored by modern travellers, and actually ﬁnds the
ruins of those very cities mentioned by Mormon.
The nameless nation of which he speaks were the
Nephites.
The lost record for which he mourns is the Book of Mormon.
The architects, orators, statesmen, and generals, whose
works and monuments he admires, are, Alma, Moroni, Helaman, Nephi, Mormon, and their contemporaries.
The very cities whose ruins are in his estimation without
a name, are called in the Book of Mormon, “Teancum, Boaz,
Jordan, Desolation,” &c.⁵²
52. Parley P. Pratt, “Ruins in Central America,” Millennial Star 2/11 (March 1842):
165.
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How did Stephens’s work aﬀect Parley Pratt’s understanding of
the geography of the Book of Mormon? First, we should note that he
refers to the ﬁnal battles of the Nephites (Mormon 3–4). He clearly
conceptualizes the Book of Mormon in hemispheric terms. However,
by identifying the ruins of Catherwood and Stephens’s travels with the
cities of Mormon’s ﬁnal narrative (Mormon 4–5), he seemingly moves
the dividing line between the land northward and the land southward
nearly a thousand miles to the north of the Isthmus of Darien, a signiﬁcant modiﬁcation of earlier geographical views that placed that
border in Panama. In fact, as far as the text of the Book of Mormon is
concerned, the only geographical location mentioned by Mormon after the city of Jordan is the “land of Cumorah” with its hill (Mormon
6:2), yet Pratt’s correlation places the cities of Desolation (Mormon
3:5–7; 4:3, 8, 13, 19), Teancum (4:3, 7, 14), Boaz (4:20), and Jordan (5:3)
among the ruins of northwestern Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico,
with most of the action in Mormon’s ﬁnal narrative occurring there,
and with the ﬁnal ﬂight of the Nephites to their New York destruction
appended almost as an afterthought.
John Taylor’s View
Another Latter-day Saint who was inﬂuenced by the work of Stephens and Catherwood was apostle John Taylor, who by the fall of 1842
was the acting editor for the Times and Seasons. In the 15 September
1842 issue, he provided extracts from Stephens and Catherwood’s book
to which he appended interpretive commentary. The extract gave a description of the ruins of Palenque in Chiapas, Mexico. Taylor claimed
that “these wonderful ruins of Palenque are among the mighty works of
the Nephites.”⁵³ He then cited a passage from 2 Nephi 5:13–16, which
described the ﬁrst settlement of the land of Nephi and the construction of Nephi’s temple.⁵⁴ He further noted that Alma 22 seems to give
53. “Extract from Stephens’ ‘Incidents of Travel in Central America,’ ” Times and
Seasons 3 (15 September 1842): 914.
54. “Extract from Stephens’ ‘Incidents,’ ” 914–15.
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“a full description of the Isthmus,”⁵⁵ without specifying whether he
meant all of Central America or just the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. If
he intended to identify Palenque with Nephi’s settlement in the land
southward, only the latter would ﬁt, but it seems more likely that Taylor was unsure at the time he wrote of the precise location of Palenque.
Consequently, he may have had all of Central America in view. That
the article reﬂects some confusion over the location of these ruins is
clear from Taylor’s 15 September 1842 interpretation:
Mr Stephens’ great developments of antiquities are made
bare to the eyes of all the people by reading the history of the
Nephites in the Book of Mormon. They lived about the narrow neck of land, which now embraces Central America, with
all the cities that can be found. Read the destruction of cities
at the cruciﬁxion of Christ. . . . Who could have dreamed that
twelve years would have developed such incontrovertible testimony to the Book of Mormon?⁵⁶
In another article found in the same issue, he described the Jaredites
as coming to North America and remarked that the people eventually
“covered the whole continent from sea to sea, with towns and cities,”
before their destruction and that “Lehi went down by the Red Sea to
the great Southern Ocean, and crossed over to this land, and landed
a little south of the Isthmus of Darien, and improved the country according to the word of the Lord.”⁵⁷
55. “Extract from Stephens’ ‘Incidents,’” 915.
56. “Extract from Stephens’ ‘Incidents,’” 915.
57. “‘Facts Are Stubborn Things,’” Times and Seasons 3 (15 September 1842): 921–22.
One recent critic attempts to downplay this reference to an alternate landing, suggesting
the statement should not be taken too literally. “The statement that Lehi landed ‘a little
south’ of Panama is as literal as the parallel phrase that Lehi ‘improved the country.’
Lehi died long before any improvements were made ‘a little south’ of the narrow neck of
land.” Dan Vogel, “Dan Vogel’s [2002] Reply to Kevin Christensen,” at www.xmission
.com/~research/central/reply.htm (accessed 1 December 2004). In fact, this ad hoc explanation contradicts the Book of Mormon text, which explicitly states that Lehi and
his family did improve the land: “And it came to pass that we did begin to till the earth,
and we began to plant seeds; yea, we did put all our seeds into the earth, which we had
brought from the land of Jerusalem. And it came to pass that they did grow exceedingly;
wherefore, we were blessed in abundance” (1 Nephi 18:24).

LIMITED GEOGRAPHY AND THE BOOK OF MORMON (ROPER) • 247

Whatever his initial conceptions, Taylor had apparently gained a
clearer idea of the location of the ruins discussed by Catherwood and
Stephens by the next issue of the church paper. For the 1 October edition, he explained:
Since our “Extract” was published from Mr. Stephens’
“Incidents of Travel,” &c., we have found another important
fact relating to the truth of the Book of Mormon. Central
America, or Guatemala, is situated north of the Isthmus of
Darien and once embraced several hundred miles of territory
from north to south.—The city of Zarahemla, burnt at the
cruciﬁxion of the Savior, and rebuilt afterwards, stood upon
this land. . . .
It is certainly a good thing for the excellency and veracity, of the divine authenticity of the Book of Mormon, that
the ruins of Zarahemla have been found where the Nephites
left them: and that a large stone with engravings upon it, as
Mosiah said; and a “large round stone, with the sides sculptured in hieroglyphics,” as Mr. Stephens has published, is also
among the left remembrances of the, (to him,) lost and unknown. We are not agoing to declare positively that the ruins
of Quirigua are those of Zarahemla, but when the land and
the stones, and the books tell the story so plain, we are of [the]
opinion, that it would require more proof than the Jews could
bring to prove the disciples stole the body of Jesus from the
tomb, to prove that the ruins of the city in question, are not
one of those referred to in the Book of Mormon. . . . It will
not be a bad plan to compare Mr. Stephens’ ruined cities with
those in the Book of Mormon: light cleaves to light, and facts
are supported by facts.⁵⁸
In another editorial, nearly a year later, he indicated that “it has
fallen to [Stephens’s] lot to explore the ruins of this once mighty people, but the ‘Book of Mormon’ unfolds their history; and published as
58. “Zarahemla,” Times and Seasons 3 (1 October 1842): 927, emphasis added.
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it was, years before these discoveries were made, and giving as it does,
accounts of a people, and of cities that bear a striking resemblance
to those mentioned by Mr. Stephens, both in regard to magniﬁcence
and location, it aﬀords the most indubitable testimony of the historical truth of that book.”⁵⁹ In yet another article, Taylor expressed his
belief that Joseph Smith was “one of the greatest men that ever lived
on the earth; emphatically proved so, by being inspired by God to
bring forth the Book of Mormon, which gives the true history of the
natives of this continent; their ancient glory and cities:—which cities have been discovered by Mr Ste[ph]ens in Central America, exactly
where the Book of Mormon left them.” ⁶⁰
What can be determined about Taylor’s geographical views as
found in the Times and Seasons in Nauvoo? He had the Jaredites inheriting North America, which is equated with the land northward.
Whatever his understanding on 15 September, by 1 October he was
of the opinion that Zarahemla was at the ruins of Quirigua in northwestern Honduras. Since the Book of Mormon places Zarahemla in
the land southward, Taylor’s view would require that the narrow neck
of land be somewhere north of that point, at either the Bay of Honduras or the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. It is unclear what role, if any, South
America had in Taylor’s 1842 conception, although the 15 September
reference to Lehi landing a little south of the Isthmus of Darien—
signiﬁcantly, Taylor seemed to know nothing of a landing in Chile—
could be understood to mean that only the northernmost region of
South America was involved. In any case, we clearly have a geography
that limits most Nephite activities in the Book of Mormon to Central
America, with the exception of their ﬁnal destruction at Cumorah.
John E. Page’s View
Another Latter-day Saint apostle who was inﬂuenced by the discoveries of Catherwood and Stephens was John E. Page, who in mid59. “Stephens’ Works on Central America,” Times and Seasons 4 (1 October 1843):
346, emphasis added.
60. “The Mormon Prophet,” Times and Seasons 6 (1 April 1845): 855, emphasis
added.
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1842 was laboring in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. In several articles,
Page argued that some of those cities described by Catherwood and
Stephens in Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico may have been the
very same cities destroyed in 3 Nephi 8–9:
And how was you destroyed? was the inquiry of those eﬃcient
antiquarians Messrs. Catherwood and Stephens, the charge
d’aﬀairs of these United States, as they sit on the wondrous
walls of “Copan,” situated near the western extremity of the
Bay of Honduras, in the narrowest neck of land between the
waters of the Atlantic ocean and the Paciﬁc ocean, the very
place where the Book of Mormon located a great city, on the
narrow neck of land between the two seas. . . . How was this
city, with seven or eight others, which Stephens gives us an
account of, destroyed? Read the Book of Mormon, and that
will tell the story of their sad disasters.⁶¹
In addition to placing the destruction of wicked cities at the time
of Christ’s death (3 Nephi 8–9) in Mesoamerica, Page also situated the
narrow neck of land at the Bay of Honduras rather than Panama, as
some earlier missionaries had done. He also conjectured that the unnamed city of Lib (Ether 10:20) was Copan and was also among those
later Nephite cities that were destroyed. In another article several
weeks later, Page discussed Alma’s prophecies to the people of Gideon
who lived near Zarahemla (Alma 7). “Let it be distinctly understood,”
Page wrote, “that the Prophet Alma uttered this prophecy, not far
from Guatemala or Central America, some 82 years before the birth
of Christ.”⁶² By placing Gideon and, by implication, Zarahemla in
Guatemala and by placing the narrow neck of land in northern Honduras, Page clearly diﬀered from Orson Pratt, who placed Zarahemla
in northern South America and the narrow neck of land at Panama.
In an article published in 1848, Page made his correlation between
Central America and the main lands of the Book of Mormon more
61. John E. Page, reply to “‘A Disciple,’” Morning Chronicle, Pittsburgh, 1 July 1842.
62. John E. Page, “Mormonism Concluded: To ‘A Disciple,’” Morning Chronicle,
Pittsburgh, 20 July 1842.
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explicit. “All who are familiar with the Book of Mormon are probably aware of the fact that the whole account of the history of the fore
fathers of the American Indians, called the Nephites, Lamanites and
Zoramites, is conﬁned to Central America entirely until the 394th
page [Alma 63].”⁶³ As evidence for the Book of Mormon, Page related
a Guatemalan account, cited by Stephens, of a war that started because
of the abduction of a king’s daughter.⁶⁴ Page drew a parallel between
this tradition and the abduction of the Lamanite daughters by Noah’s
priests in the land of Nephi (see Mosiah 20). “According to the Book
of Mormon the above circumstance transpired in Central America,
the country where Mr. Stephens obtained the traditional corroborating account.”⁶⁵ Signiﬁcantly, that connection would place the land
of Nephi in Guatemala rather than in South America, as others had
placed it. In Page’s view, Samuel the Lamanite “delivered his prophecy
at the city of Zarahemla, which, at some future period, I intend to
show clearly that it is the veritable city of Palenque, the ruins of which
is situated some miles south-west of the Gulf of Mexico.” Although
in 1842 he had proposed a Honduran location for the narrow neck of
land, it appears that he had modiﬁed his view by 1848—since, with
Zarahemla at Palenque, only Tehuantepec would qualify. Like other
Latter-day Saints of the time, Page still held that the Jaredites occupied North America and no doubt assumed that the Nephites were destroyed in New York, yet the importance of Central America for most
of the events in the narrative of the Nephites is clear. Also noteworthy
is the fact that, while allowing for later migrations from the core of
Nephite lands to other regions in the Americas, the Book of Mormon
geography advanced by Page not only limits Nephite activities in the
Book of Mormon to Central America but, by placing the land of Nephi in Guatemala, seems to exclude South America completely.⁶⁶
63. John E. Page, “Collateral Testimony of the Truth and Divinity of the Book of
Mormon.—No. 3,” Gospel Herald, 14 September 1848, 123.
64. John E. Page, “Collateral Testimony of the Truth and Divinity of the Book of
Mormon.—No. 4,” Gospel Herald, 21 September 1848, 125–26.
65. Page, “Collateral Testimony.—No. 4,” 126.
66. On Page’s subsequent life and activities, see John Quist, “John E. Page: An Apostle of Uncertainty,” Journal of Mormon History 12 (1985): 53–68.
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Orson Pratt’s View
By 1848 Orson Pratt was also referencing the works of Catherwood and Stephens in support of the Book of Mormon, yet the role of
the Central American ruins in his geographical interpretation seems
to follow that of his apostle-brother Parley rather than that of Taylor
or Page. He noted:
In the Book of Mormon are given the names and locations of numerous cities of great magnitude, which once
ﬂourished among the ancient nations of America. The
northern portions of South America, and also Central
America, were the most densely populated. . . . A careful
reader of that interesting book, can trace the relative bearings and distances of many of these cities from each other;
and, if acquainted with the present geographical features of
the country, he can, by the descriptions given in that book,
determine, very nearly, the precise spot of ground they once
occupied. Now, since that invaluable book made its appearance in print, it is a remarkable fact, that the mouldering ruins of many splendid ediﬁces, and towers, and magniﬁcent
cities of great extent, have been discovered by Catherwood
and Stephens in the interior wilds of Central America, in the
very region where the ancient cities described in the Book of
Mormon were said to exist.⁶⁷
Pratt speciﬁcally located the city of Desolation (Mormon 3:5) “in Central America, near to or in Yucatan.”⁶⁸ Eventually, “the occupants of
Yucatan and Central America, having been driven from their great
and magniﬁcent cities, were pursued by the Lamanites to the hill Cumorah in the interior of the state of New York.”⁶⁹

67. Orson Pratt, “Was Joseph Smith Sent of God?” Millennial Star 10 (1 October
1848): 289.
68. O. Pratt, “Yucatan,” 347.
69. O. Pratt, “Yucatan,” 347.
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In terms of Orson Pratt’s 1848 ideas, several points are worthy of
note. First is the fact that his views, while following his brother Parley’s, diﬀered signiﬁcantly from those of apostles Taylor and Page.⁷⁰
Second, Pratt continued to posit a hemispheric model with one
modiﬁcation. Stephens’s discoveries caused him to shift the city of
Desolation—the place where the ﬁnal Nephite battles commence—
from Panama to Yucatán in Mexico. Then, in 1872 and without explanation, he returned to his earlier position. “About three hundred and
seventy-ﬁve years after the birth of Christ, the Nephites occupying
North America, the Lamanites South America, and wars having existed between them for nearly ﬁfty years, the Lamanites began to overpower the Nephites, and they drove them northward from the narrow
neck of land which we call the Isthmus of Darien.”⁷¹ This suggests
some uncertainty as to the dividing line between the lands northward
and southward.
The diﬀerent reactions and interpretations of church leaders in the
Nauvoo period indicate a ﬂuidity of interpretation of Book of Mormon geography and undermine the claim that one particular opinion was authoritative, much less established by “divine edict.” Clearly,
Latter-day Saints who learned of these competing opinions came to
view Central America, and particularly northern Central America
(i.e., Mesoamerica), as increasingly important.
George Q. Cannon’s View
In 1856, apostle George Q. Cannon refuted the argument that Indians were too primitive to build cities and temples since Stephens
and Catherwood’s discoveries were made “in the country declared
70. It is doubtful that Orson Pratt was familiar with Page’s views since Page labored
in Pittsburgh, while Pratt was in Nauvoo. Why, though, does Pratt seem to be unaware
of or uninﬂuenced by the articles published in Nauvoo in late 1842? From the summer of
1842 until early 1843, Pratt was not actively involved in the leadership of the church and
was even excommunicated for a period of several months. By 1843, Pratt had returned
to full fellowship and his apostolic calling, but he may have unaware of the discussion of
Book of Mormon geography in the church paper at the time.
71. Journal of Discourses, 14:331.
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by the Book of Mormon to be the principal residence of one of the
colonies that were led to this land.”⁷² Cannon’s reference to the “principal residence” of Book of Mormon peoples in the region of southern Mexico and Guatemala illustrates how this region had attained
increased importance in the Book of Mormon geography of some
Latter-day Saints. By 1876 Latter-day Saints were learning more about
Mesoamerican traditions that some thought might be related to the
Nephites and Jaredites. These traditions prompted George Ottinger to
shift from his earlier support for Orson Pratt’s views to the Tehuantepec view, with Zarahemla in Mexico. “Is it not possible that the great
Rio Usumacinta, ‘ﬂowing north into the sea,’ may be the ancient river
Sidon? Those remarkable and world-famous ruins known under the
name Palenque may yet be proven to be the remains of that ‘great city
and religious center’ of the aboriginals, called Zarahemla.”⁷³ But placing Zarahemla at Palenque in southern Mexico would obviously shift
the land of Bountiful to a more northerly location. Pratt’s speculations
put both Zarahemla and Bountiful in the northern portion of South
America between Colombia and Panama. Given such diﬀerences, it
may not be entirely accurate to speak of the traditional geography
even in the nineteenth century. Clearly, we have at least two radically
diﬀerent approaches to Book of Mormon geography, obviously indicating again that such things had not been settled.
Lack of Consensus in Early Views of Book of Mormon Geography
One other nineteenth-century geography that is worthy of note
can be found in an anonymous ﬁve-page pamphlet containing a map
of northern South America, the Caribbean, and Central America. The
anonymous tract proposed a Book of Mormon geography set between
northernmost South America and southern Mexico. The author suggested that Lehi had landed on the coast of northwestern Colombia
72. George Q. Cannon, “Buried Cities of the West,” Millennial Star 19 (10 January
1857): 18, emphasis added.
73. G. M. O., “Votan, the Culture Hero of the Mayas,” Juvenile Instructor, 1 March
1879, 58.
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(there is no hint of a landing in Chile) and that the lands of Nephi
and Zarahemla were to be found in northern Colombia and Venezuela, with the narrow neck of land centered around the Isthmus of
Darien. Rather than place the Jaredites in North America, as other
nineteenth-century writers had done, the author proposed that they
had met their destruction in Central America. Based on the description of King Limhi’s search party in the book of Mosiah, the author
concluded that the Jaredites had been destroyed several centuries later
than 600 BC and that Coriantumr’s people had met their destruction,
“not by the hill of Cumorah as generally reported, but over 1500 miles
southward” in the vicinity of Honduras.⁷⁴
All nineteenth-century writers on Book of Mormon geography apparently assumed that the place where Joseph Smith found
the plates and the hill where the Nephites met their destruction
were identical. Aside from this one point, however, the diversity of
nineteenth-century opinion is striking. Yet this fact has not been fully
appreciated by students of the Book of Mormon or their critics. Did
Lehi land in Chile?⁷⁵ Cobiga, Bolivia?⁷⁶ Lima, Peru?⁷⁷ A little south of
the Isthmus of Darien?⁷⁸ Or “on the Paciﬁc side of the southern part
of Central America”?⁷⁹ Where was the land of Nephi? Was it in South
America? In Ecuador?⁸⁰ Bolivia?⁸¹ Venezuela?⁸² Or was it in Central
74. Plain Facts for Students of the Book of Mormon, with a Map of the Promised Land
(n.p., [ca. 1887]), 3. Although this pamphlet bears no date, the writer speaks of President
John Taylor as being alive and cites a letter from President Taylor to an unnamed member
of the church in Logan City, Utah, dated 20 November 1886 (ibid., 4). John Taylor died on
25 July 1887.
75. Richards and Little, Compendium of the Doctrines, 289.
76. J. R. F., “American Antiquities,” Juvenile Instructor, 15 August 1884, 250–51.
77. G. M. O., “Old America,” Millennial Star 38 (14 August 1876): 518.
78. “ ‘Facts Are Stubborn Things,’ ” 922.
79. John E. Page, “Collateral Testimony of the Truth and Divinity of the Book of
Mormon.—No. 1,” Gospel Herald, 31 August 1848, 108.
80. Journal of Discourses, 12:342; 14:325–26; 19:207; Book of Mormon (1879 ed.),
155.
81. “Ancient American History,” Millennial Star 33 (11 January 1868): 22; G. M. O.,
“Old America,” 518.
82. Plain Facts [1887], [5].
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America? Guatemala?⁸³ Was the land of Zarahemla in Colombia in
South America?⁸⁴ Further north in Honduras?⁸⁵ Or in Mexico?⁸⁶ Was
the river Sidon the Magdalena in Colombia?⁸⁷ Or was it the Usumacinta in Mexico?⁸⁸ Was the narrow neck of land in Panama, at the
Isthmus of Darien?⁸⁹ By the Bay of Honduras?⁹⁰ Or was it at the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in Mexico?⁹¹ Was the land of Desolation near the
Isthmus of Darien?⁹² Honduras?⁹³ Yucatán?⁹⁴ Or in the United States
between the Mississippi River and the Rocky Mountains?⁹⁵ Were the
Jaredites destroyed at the hill in New York or in Honduras in Central
America?⁹⁶ It is worth emphasizing that these points of disagreement
are not over peripheral or insigniﬁcant matters but over key elements
that are central to any discussion of Book of Mormon geography. The
fact that there was such wide disagreement during the ﬁrst ﬁfty years
after the publication of the Book of Mormon strongly suggests that no
one view prevailed. It also indicates the absence of an authoritative
stance on the subject.

Church Views on Book of Mormon Geography
In the face of this lack of agreement on Book of Mormon geography, church leaders over the next several decades did several things
83. Page, “Collateral Testimony.—No. 4,” 125–26. Page spoke of these events “as
transpiring in Central America” (ibid., 126).
84. Journal of Discourses, 12:342; 13:129; 15:257; 16:56–57; 19:207.
85. “Zarahemla,” 927.
86. Page, “Collateral Testimony.—No. 3,” 123; G. M. O., “Votan,” 58.
87. Journal of Discourses, 14:325; 16:51; Book of Mormon (1879 ed.), 238.
88. G. M .O., “Votan,” 58.
89. O. Pratt, “Orators of Mormonism”; O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 21; Journal of
Discourses, 12:342; 14:331; 16:51; 17:273.
90. Page, reply to “ ‘A Disciple.’ ”
91. “Zarahemla,” 927; Page, “Collateral Testimony.—No. 3,” 123; G. M. O., “Votan,”
58.
92. O. Pratt, “Orators of Mormonism”; O. Pratt, Interesting Account, 21; Journal of
Discourses, 12:342; 14:331; 16:51; 17:273.
93. Plain Facts [1887], 3, [5].
94. P. Pratt, “Ruins in Central America,” 165; O. Pratt, “Yucatan,” 347.
95. Phelps, “The Far West.”
96. Plain Facts [1887], 3, [5].
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that would inﬂuence subsequent discussion and study of the Book of
Mormon. First, they refused to endorse any particular Book of Mormon geography or map and emphasized that matters of geography
were of less importance than the prophetic messages found in the
text. Second, they encouraged more careful and diligent study of the
scriptures in order to better understand Book of Mormon geography.
In 1890 apostle George Q. Cannon, by then a counselor in the First
Presidency, surveyed this diversity of opinion about Book of Mormon
geography. He noted that, at the time, numerous lectures had been
given and many diﬀerent maps had been circulated. Although pleased
with the increased interest in the Book of Mormon, he observed
that Latter-day Saints were not united in their conclusions and that
it would be unwise for the church to endorse any particular map or
model. “Of course, there can be no harm result from the study of the
geography of this continent at the time it was settled by the Nephites,
drawing all the information possibl[e] from the record which has been
translated for our beneﬁt.”⁹⁷
In May 1903, a group of students, teachers, and church leaders gathered at the Brigham Young Academy in Provo, Utah, to discuss Book
of Mormon geography. Diﬀerent opinions were expressed. President
Joseph F. Smith, who attended the conference, advised that the location of Book of Mormon sites “was not of vital importance, and if there
were diﬀerences of opinion on the question it would not aﬀect the salvation of the people.” He also “cautioned the students against making
the . . . question—the location of cities and lands—of equal importance
with the doctrines contained in the Book [of Mormon].” President
Anthon H. Lund “advised those present to study the Book of Mormon
and be guided by the advice of President Smith in their studies.”⁹⁸
On a later occasion, President Smith was asked to approve a map
that someone had prepared, which purported to show exactly where
Lehi and his company landed. He declined, saying that “the Lord had
not yet revealed it.”⁹⁹ (Plainly, he knew nothing of any revelation to
97. George Q. Cannon, “The Book of Mormon Geography,” Juvenile Instructor, 1 January 1890, 18–19, emphasis added.
98. “Book of Mormon Students Meet,” Deseret Evening News, 25 May 1903, 7.
99. Pack, “Route Traveled by Lehi,” 160.
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Joseph Smith specifying a landfall in Chile.) Elder B. H. Roberts, who
had attended the 1903 gathering, noted in 1909 that “the question of
Book of Mormon geography is more than ever recognized as an open
one by students of the book.” After expressing doubts regarding the
authenticity of the apocryphal Joseph Smith “revelation” about Lehi
landing in Chile, Roberts oﬀered the following counsel to Latter-day
Saints interested in the study of the Book of Mormon:
We desire only to ascertain the truth; nothing but the truth
will endure; and the ascertainment of the truth and the proclamation of the truth in any given case, or upon any subject,
will do no harm to the work of the Lord which is itself truth.
Nor need we be surprised if now and then we ﬁnd our predecessors, many of whom bear honored names and deserve
our respect and gratitude for what they achieved in making
clear the truth, as they conceived it to be—we need not be
surprised if we sometimes ﬁnd them mistaken in their conceptions and deductions; just as the generations who succeed us
in unfolding in a larger way some of the yet unlearned truths
of the Gospel, will ﬁnd that we have had some misconceptions
and made some wrong deductions in our day and time. . . .
The generation which preceded us did not exhaust by their
knowledge all the truth, so that nothing was left for us in its
unfolding; no, not even in respect of the Book of Mormon;
any more than we shall exhaust all discovery in relation to
that book and leave nothing for the generation following us to
develop. All which is submitted, especially to the membership
of the Church, that they may be prepared to ﬁnd and receive
new truths both in the Book of Mormon itself and about it; and
that they may also rejoice in the fact that knowledge of truth
is inexhaustible, and will forever go on developing.¹⁰⁰
A third move taken by church leaders was the removal of Orson
Pratt’s 1879 footnotes from the 1920 edition of the Book of Mormon.
This action, along with growing concern about the authenticity of the
100. Roberts, New Witnesses for God, 3:503–4, emphasis added.
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Frederick G. Williams statement, signaled to some students of the Book
of Mormon that there was no authoritative opinion on geographical
questions and that the text itself should be the primary source for the
study of the subject. The new state of things was recognized by Latter-day Saint engineer Jean Driggs when he noted in 1928: “At the
present time the church does not commit itself on the location of Book
of Mormon lands and we are left to work out the home lands of the
Nephites and Jaredites from the Book of Mormon itself.”¹⁰¹ Driggs’s
observation was supported by Anthony W. Ivins of the First Presidency in 1929:
There is a great deal of talk about the geography of the
Book of Mormon. Where was the land of Zarahemla? Where
was the City of Zarahemla? and other geographic matters. It
does not make any diﬀerence to us. There has never been anything yet set forth that deﬁnitely settles that question. So the
Church says we are just waiting until we discover the truth. . . .
As you study the Book of Mormon keep these things in mind
and do not make deﬁnite statements concerning things that
have not been proven in advance to be true.¹⁰²
James E. Talmage (echoing President Joseph F. Smith’s 1903 counsel)
stated in 1929 that matters of Book of Mormon geography were not
grave doctrinal issues but technicalities of secondary importance.
“It matters not to me just where this city or that camp was located.
. . . I encourage and recommend all possible investigation, comparison and research in this matter. The more thinkers, investigators,
workers we have in the ﬁeld the better; but our brethren who devote
themselves to that kind of research should remember that they must
speak with caution and not declare as demonstrated truths points
that are not really proved.”¹⁰³
In 1950 Elder John A. Widtsoe wrote: “As far as can be learned,
the Prophet Joseph Smith, translator of the book, did not say where, on
the American continent, Book of Mormon activities occurred. Perhaps
101. Jean R. Driggs, The Palestine of America (Salt Lake City: n.p., 1928), [7].
102. Anthony W. Ivins, Conference Report, April 1929, 16–17, emphasis added.
103. James E. Talmage, Conference Report, April 1929, 44.
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he did not know.” While we know the hill at which the Prophet Joseph
Smith recovered the Nephite record, Elder Widtsoe noted, “There is a
controversy . . . about the Hill Cumorah—not about the location where
the Book of Mormon plates were found, but whether it is the hill under
that name near which Nephite events took place. A name, says one, may
be applied to more than one hill; and plates containing the records of
a people, sacred things, could be moved from place to place by divine
help.” He then cited the 1 October 1842 Times and Seasons article mentioned above, in which “under the Prophet’s editorship Central America
was denominated the region of Book of Mormon activities.” In light of
such information, he hoped that “diligent, prayerful study” might yield
further insight.¹⁰⁴
“Don’t be concerned about Book of Mormon geography,” advised
Elder Harold B. Lee in 1966, while indicating his own lack of concern
about both the topic itself and divergent views regarding it.
Some say the Hill Cumorah was in southern Mexico (and
someone pushed it down still farther) and not in western New
York. Well, if the Lord wanted us to know where it was or
where Zarahemla was, he’d have given us latitude and longitude, don’t you think? And why bother our heads trying to
discover with archaeological certainty the geographical locations of the cities of the Book of Mormon like Zarahemla?¹⁰⁵
Seven years later, on the occasion of a visit to the Hill Cumorah in
New York, then President Lee aﬃrmed his view on Book of Mormon
geography: “The witness of the Book of Mormon is not found in the
ruins of Central and South America. They may be outward evidences
of a people long since disappeared. The real witness is that which is
found in the Book of Mormon itself.”¹⁰⁶
104. Widtsoe, “Is Book of Mormon Geography Known?” 547, 597.
105. Harold B. Lee, “Loyalty,” Address to Seminary and Institute Personnel, 8 July
1966, cited in Teachings of Harold B. Lee: Eleventh President of the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, ed. Clyde J. Williams (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1996), 155. Elder Lee
seems to grant that the question of the location of the hill Cumorah was an open one.
106. “Pres. Lee Visits Hill Cumorah,” Church News, 4 August 1973, 3, cited in Teachings of Harold B. Lee, 156.
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“The Church emphasizes the doctrinal and historical value of the
Book of Mormon, not its geography,” agreed Michael Watson, secretary to the First Presidency of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, in a 1993 statement:
While some Latter-day Saints have looked for possible locations and explanations [for Book of Mormon geography] because the New York Hill Cumorah does not readily ﬁt the Book
of Mormon description of Cumorah, there are no conclusive
connections between the Book of Mormon text and any speciﬁc site.¹⁰⁷

Limited Book of Mormon Geography and Mesoamerica
In the early twentieth century, with the removal of Orson Pratt’s
geographical footnotes from the 1920 edition of the Book of Mormon,
the refusal of church leaders to endorse a speciﬁc Book of Mormon
geography, and the cautious counsel from the Brethren that Latter-day
Saints focus more intently on geographical clues found in that ancient
American record, some students of the Book of Mormon began to develop more sophisticated approaches to its geography. These scholars,
basing their analysis on information in the text itself, interpreted events
described in the Book of Mormon, including the ﬁnal destruction of
the Nephites and Jaredites, as restricted in geographical scale to a portion of the Americas somewhere within the region of Central America,
even if they often diﬀered on more tentative external correlations.
The ﬁrst writer to advance a fully limited Book of Mormon geography that conﬁned Book of Mormon events, including the destruction of the Nephites and Jaredites, to ancient Mesoamerica was Louis
Edward Hills. From 1917 to 1924, Hills, a member of the Reorganized
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, published several studies
107. Correspondence from Michael Watson, 23 April 1993, as cited in William J.
Hamblin, “Basic Methodological Problems with the Anti-Mormon Approach to the Geography and Archaeology of the Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies
2/1 (1993): 181.
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emphatically arguing for this view.¹⁰⁸ He was attracted to Mesoamerica by traditions in the writings of Ixtlilxochitl, which he felt paralleled
events in the Book of Mormon. He also contended that information in
the text about distances made the hemispheric interpretation implausible. Hills argued that the Hill Ramah and Cumorah were not identical, yet he placed both locations within southern Mexico, with Ramah
near Tehuantepec and Cumorah near Teotihuacan.¹⁰⁹ J. F. Gunsolley,
another RLDS writer, provided an additional interesting interpretation in 1922. Based on the description of Limhi’s search party, he argued that the Jaredite destruction at Ramah must have taken place
somewhere within or near the narrow neck of land. Since Ramah
and Cumorah seemed identical (Ether 15:11), he reasoned, Cumorah
would have to have been there also. While Gunsolley came to this
conclusion, he still believed that Lehi landed in South America. He felt,
though, that information in the Book of Mormon text required a location for Cumorah in southern Mexico rather than in New York.¹¹⁰
It is not known how much these studies inﬂuenced the interpretations of Latter-day Saints; their ﬁrst versions of a fully limited Book of
Mormon geography began to appear in the years from 1920 to 1926.
In an article for the Improvement Era, Janne Sjodahl outlined the key
features of these interpretations without criticism or condemnation.
In addition to his own modiﬁed hemispheric view, which placed the
narrow neck of land at the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, Sjodahl reviewed
the approaches of George Reynolds and Joel Ricks,¹¹¹ which generally
followed those of Orson Pratt.
A theory, of more recent date, holds that the geographical
scene of the history of the Book of Mormon is conﬁned to
108. L. E. Hills, Geography of Mexico and Central America from 2234 B.C. to 421 A.D.
(Independence, MO: 1917); Hills, A Short Work on the Popol Vuh and the Traditional History of the Ancient Americans by Ixt-lil-xochitl (Independence, MO: 1918); and Hills, New
Light on American Archaeology (Independence, MO: Lambert Moon, 1924).
109. This view seems to contradict Ether 15:11.
110. J. F. Gunsolley, “More Comment on Book of Mormon Geography,” Saints Herald
69/46 (1922): 1074–76.
111. Reynolds, Story of the Book of Mormon; and Joel Ricks, Helps to the Study of the
Book of Mormon (Logan, UT: n.p., 1916).
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a comparatively small area of Central America, viz., Guatemala, British Honduras, part of Yucatan, and Salvador. In this
area, it is thought, the Jaredites, the Mulekites and the followers of Lehi, all established their ﬁrst colonies, and from there,
in due course of time, they spread out north and south, and
peopled the American continents. But in the Book of Mormon, it is further thought, only the history of the original area
has been preserved.¹¹²
Willard Young, a son of President Brigham Young who graduated
from West Point and had worked as an engineer in Central America
for a time, argued that Lehi crossed the Paciﬁc Ocean and “landed on
the shore of Salvador in Central America” and located all subsequent
Book of Mormon events within Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. He believed that the Jaredites had primarily occupied Guatemala
and parts of Honduras. The narrow neck of land was a “small peninsula running northwest at the extreme eastern end of Guatemala.”
The hill Ramah or Cumorah was “between the cities of Jocatan and
Chiquimula in Guatemala.” Stuart Bagley placed the city of Nephi at
the site of Uxmal, with Zarahemla “about 300 miles south of this place.
The Usumacinta River was the river Sidon and Bountiful was in Chiapas Mexico. The narrow neck was the Isthmus of Tehuantepec and
Desolation was north and west of that place.”¹¹³ In 1928 Driggs wrote
a brief, thoughtful study. He outlined a geography centered around
Honduras and proposed that the hill Cumorah (where both the Jaredites and Nephites fought their ﬁnal battles) was located within that
region. He defended his arguments for a limited geography primarily on statements from the text itself. For example, he noted that the
Book of Mormon describes the distance between the lands of Nephi
and Zarahemla for a group of several hundred traveling through the
wilderness with families and ﬂocks on foot as requiring about twentyone days to traverse. “Thus we have the account of a journey totaling 21 days, with ﬂocks, grains, and all their possessions, through a
112. Janne M. Sjodahl, “Suggested Key to Book of Mormon Geography,” Improvement
Era, September 1927, 977.
113. Sjodahl, “Suggested Key,” 977.
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wilderness. This distance has been variously estimated as being from
100 to 300 miles”¹¹⁴—delineating a more limited region than had been
previously thought. Driggs felt that this region ﬁt best within Central
America in the region of Honduras.
The church’s Department of Education published a study guide in
1938 for the instruction of Latter-day Saint students and teachers.
A general tendency is noticeable . . . to greatly reduce the area
actually occupied and mentioned in Book of Mormon history.
Central America, therefore, becomes increasingly important
in the total picture.
Pivotal points of discussion for these groups have been
the landing places of the three colonies, the location of the
narrow neck of land, and the site of the Hill Ramah or Cumorah which are mentioned in the Book of Mormon.
In the face of these conﬂicting opinions, the reader will
recognize that careful personal investigation should precede
his conclusions and that no one is justiﬁed in representing any
one theory as the oﬃcial explanation of the Church. In fact a
decision on the subject is not necessary in order to obtain and
enjoy the true spiritual values of the Book.¹¹⁵
Jesse A. and Jesse N. Washburn published An Approach to the
Study of Book of Mormon Geography in 1939.¹¹⁶ The authors developed a detailed internal Book of Mormon geography based entirely on
information found in the text, without attempting to provide external
correlations—something that had not previously been done. Although
it has now been superseded by better and more thorough studies,¹¹⁷
114. Driggs, Palestine of America, [4]. Compare this with a more recent discussion of
the issue by John L. Sorenson, “The Problem of Establishing Distances,” in Geography of
Book of Mormon Events, 393–97.
115. William E. Berrett, Milton R. Hunter, Roy A. Welker, and H. Alvah Fitzgerald, A
Guide to the Study of the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: LDS Department of Education,
1938), 44–45, emphasis added.
116. Jesse A. Washburn and Jesse N. Washburn, An Approach to the Study of Book of
Mormon Geography (Provo, UT: New Era, 1939).
117. See Sorenson’s Ancient American Setting; Geography of Book of Mormon Events;
and Mormon’s Map.
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the Washburns’ cautious approach is still worth reading today. Based
on their study of the text, they concluded that “the lands and peoples
of the ancient Americans were limited in extent. Should we not think
in terms of hundreds of miles instead of thousands, and of millions
of people instead of hundreds of millions?”¹¹⁸ Verla Birrell noted in
1948: “The majority of the current writers prefer to place the Isthmus
of Tehuantepec as the site of ‘the narrow neck of land’ with Central
America as the location for the setting of the Book of Mormon.”¹¹⁹
Another proponent of a limited Book of Mormon geography was
Latter-day Saint archaeologist M. Wells Jakeman, who considered the
Usumacinta to be the river Sidon and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec to
be the narrow neck of land. In 1954 he remarked: “It should also be
noted that this restriction of the Book of Mormon area to the central
part of the New World does not rule out the possibility that the Book
of Mormon peoples, before the end of the account, established settlements also in parts of North and South America outside this area.”¹²⁰
Although much of his own work on Book of Mormon geography remains unpublished, several subsequent supporters of the limited Tehuantepec model, such as John Sorenson, Garth Norman, and Gareth
Lowe, studied under Jakeman and may have beneﬁted indirectly from
his perspective.¹²¹ The New World Archaeological Foundation, for
which Jakeman was an advisor, began its work in the early 1950s and
concentrated on the general area he favored.¹²²
BYU professor Sidney B. Sperry was another inﬂuential promoter
of the limited geography. Although he seems initially to have held to
a hemispheric interpretation of the Book of Mormon, by the 1960s he
openly questioned this view, particularly the idea that the ﬁnal battle
118. Washburn and Washburn, Study of Book of Mormon Geography, 208.
119. Verla Birrell, The Book of Mormon Guidebook (Salt Lake City: Birrell, 1948), 563.
120. M. Wells Jakeman, “The Book of Mormon Civilizations: Their Origin and Their
Development in Space and Time,” University Archaeology Society Newsletter 6/2 (1954),
reprinted in Progress in Archaeology: An Anthology, ed. Ross T. Christensen (Provo, UT:
Brigham Young University, 1963), 83.
121. On Jakeman, see Sorenson, Geography of Book of Mormon Events, 26–29.
122. See Daniel C. Peterson, “On the New World Archaeological Foundation,” FARMS
Review 16/1 (2004): 221–33.
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of the Nephites occurred in New York rather than Central America.
During the 1960s, Sperry circulated a brief overview of the Cumorah
issue in his Book of Mormon classes¹²³ in which he outlined his reasons for locating the ancient hill Cumorah in Middle America.

The Hill Cumorah
The location of the hill where both the Jaredites and the Nephites
met their ﬁnal destruction is a key geographical reference point in
Book of Mormon geography since it ﬁxes the termination of the Book
of Mormon narrative to a spot in the land northward, just as the landing place of Lehi ﬁxes Lehite beginnings in the land of promise to a location in the land southward. As noted above, a hemispheric Book of
Mormon geography places events, in large part, in these two locations,
which are thought to be North and South America respectively.
Today, the glacial drumlin from which the Prophet Joseph Smith
retrieved the plates is known by Latter-day Saints as the Hill Cumorah.
The Saints agree that the hill in New York was the place where Moroni
eventually buried the plates, which he later entrusted to Joseph Smith
and from which Joseph translated the Book of Mormon through the
gift and power of God. A long tradition attributes the name Cumorah
to that hill, and it appears that most nineteenth-century Latter-day
Saints assumed that the ﬁnal battleground described by Mormon and
the hill in New York where the Prophet obtained the plates were the
same location. One of the notable characteristics of Mesoamerican
Book of Mormon geographies, however, is the placement of the ﬁnal
Jaredite and Nephite battles within the region of Central America,
rather than New York, as Latter-day Saints once thought.¹²⁴ Given
the long tradition of associating the New York hill with the name
123. See Sidney B. Sperry, Book of Mormon Compendium (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
1968), 447–51; the class handout for Sperry’s Book of Mormon classes was reprinted in
Sidney B. Sperry, “Were There Two Cumorahs?” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 4/1
(1995): 260–68.
124. A useful overview of the argument is David A. Palmer, In Search of Cumorah:
New Evidences for the Book of Mormon from Ancient Mexico (Bountiful, UT: Horizon,
1981).
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Cumorah, on what basis do twentieth-century readers who accept
the Book of Mormon and the prophetic calling of Joseph Smith come
to the conclusion that the hill described in the Book of Mormon and
the hill in New York are not the same? How did the hill in New York
come to be known as Cumorah? Did this contemporary attribution
come by way of revelation? Discussion of the question has had a dual
focus—on scriptural evidence in the Book of Mormon itself and on
Latter-day Saint tradition.
Scriptural Evidence on Cumorah from the Book of Mormon
Near the end of his narrative, Mormon wrote that he “made this
record out of the plates of Nephi, and hid up in the hill Cumorah
all the records which had been entrusted to me by the hand of the
Lord, save it were these few plates which I gave unto my son Moroni”
(Mormon 6:6). Moroni indicates his intention to complete his father’s
record and hide it, but he never designates in the text itself where that
hiding place would be.
The description of the ﬁnal Jaredite battles in the book of Ether
oﬀers some clues to the location of the ancient Cumorah. The land of
Moron, where Jaredite kings dwelt (Ether 7:5), was the capital of that
kingdom. Other Jaredite lands seem to be described in relatively close
association with that land. The description in the Book of Mormon of
the Jaredites also implies that they lived relatively close to the narrow
neck of land. The land of Moron is speciﬁcally said to be near the place
called the land of Desolation by the Nephites (Ether 7:5–6). Since the
land of Desolation is in the land northward bordering on the land of
Bountiful in the land southward (Alma 22:30–31), the Jaredite capital
was obviously near the narrow neck of land. Additionally, in terms
of migration and the movement of armies, Jaredite movements are
described as east and sometimes south, but never north as would be
required if the Jaredite battles took them to New York.
Additional clues appear in the discussion of King Omer’s ﬂight.
In the book of Ether, the righteous King Omer is warned to ﬂee
from his wicked son Jared. “And the Lord warned Omer in a dream
that he should depart out of the land; wherefore Omer departed out
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of the land with his family, and traveled many days, and came over
and passed by the hill of Shim, and came over by the place where the
Nephites were destroyed, and from thence eastward, and came to a
place which was called Ablom, by the seashore, and there he pitched
his tent” (Ether 9:3). Later, one of the sons of Jared “gathered together
a small number of men, and ﬂed out of the land, and came over and
dwelt with Omer” (Ether 9:9). Under Pratt’s hemispheric geography,
this would have Omer departing from a place somewhere below the
Gulf of California, heading down to the hill Shim somewhere near
the Isthmus of Darien, backtracking northward from Panama into
western New York, and then turning eastward to settle on the coast
of New England. Proponents of a limited geography oﬀer a diﬀering
scenario. Rather than describing a journey of thousands of miles, the
passages from the book of Ether seem to “support the idea that the
home lands of the Jaredites were near the narrow pass that led into the
land southward, and that this was the seat of the Jaredite empire, even
to the ﬁnal battle at the hill Ramah.”¹²⁵ In other words, “the land of
Moron, the land of Desolation, the seashore to the east, the hill Shim
and the hill Cumorah are all comparatively close to each other, in a
section corresponding to Central America, certainly not so remote
as the state of New York, approximately three thousand miles to the
north.”¹²⁶ The Washburns observed in 1939 that “when King Omer,
the fourth king of the Jaredites, ﬂed from the menace of Jared, he went
eastward and in his ﬂight passed both the hill Shim, where Ammaron
later hid the Nephite records, and the hill Cumorah, where Mormon
later hid part of those records and where the Nephites were destroyed.
The only directions mentioned are east and south. If there was a ﬂight
of thousands of miles to the north, there is no mention of it here.”¹²⁷
“The evidence . . . almost forces one to acknowledge that the ‘place
where the Nephites were destroyed’ was close to the Hill Shim in the
land of Desolation.”¹²⁸
125. Driggs, Palestine of America, [6].
126. Driggs, Palestine of America, [7].
127. Washburn and Washburn, Study of Book of Mormon Geography, 186.
128. Sperry, Book of Mormon Compendium, 450; see Sperry, “Were There Two Cumorahs,” 260–68.
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Adherents of a limited geography have also pointed to passages
relating to the last Jaredite king, Coriantumr. The book of Ether indicates that Coriantumr had received many deep wounds during the
ﬁnal wars of his people (Ether 13:31; 14:12; 14:30; 15:9; 15:27–28, 32).
Eventually he was “discovered by the people of Zarahemla,” with
whom he lived for a short time before he died (Omni 1:21). Given
Coriantumr’s weakened condition, it is unlikely that he would make a
journey of thousands of miles from New York to Central America to
be buried by the people of Zarahemla. The statement that he was discovered by the people of Zarahemla suggests that he did not ﬁnd them
but that they found him. Although seemingly inconsistent with the
hemispheric interpretation, these verses make excellent sense under a
restricted geography that places the ﬁnal destruction of Coriantumr’s
people relatively near the narrow neck of land.
Further information about the location of the ﬁnal Jaredite battles
is found in the book of Mosiah, which tells of a colony of Nephites that
migrated to the land of Nephi from the land of Zarahemla and fell
into bondage to the Lamanites. A generation or two later, King Limhi,
the Nephite ruler of the colony, sent a party of forty-three to search for
the land of Zarahemla and to appeal for help.
And they were lost in the wilderness for the space of
many days, yet they were diligent, and found not the land
of Zarahemla but returned to this land, having traveled in a
land among many waters, having discovered a land which was
covered with bones of men, and of beasts, and was also covered with ruins of buildings of every kind, having discovered
a land which had been peopled with a people who were as
numerous as the hosts of Israel. (Mosiah 8:8)
Later passages clarify that the land discovered was the same as
the land of Desolation, “it being so far northward that it came into the
land which had been peopled and been destroyed, of whose bones we
have spoken” (Alma 22:30). Limhi’s men inadvertently discovered the
land of Desolation, thinking they had found the land of Zarahemla.
This raises several questions. How long would this search party have
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traveled before they turned back? Is it possible that they would travel
thousands of miles or even hundreds of miles before they turned back?
“In three generations,” Driggs concluded in 1928,
it is not likely that their conception of the distance between
Nephi and Zarahemla would be so uncertain that they would
travel from Central America up into the state of New York
and think they had found a land, which, as above noted, was
a 21 days’ journey for people driving their ﬂocks. It is more
reasonable to consider the land of many waters, rivers and
fountains as being just north of the land of Desolation, or a
part of the land of Desolation, which in this treatment would
be considered to be within the limits of Central America and
probably in Guatemala.¹²⁹
After Shiz was slain by Coriantumr near the hill Ramah, Ether
hid the plates “in a manner that the people of Limhi did ﬁnd them”
(Ether 15:33). Does this language justify the possibility of a journey
of several thousand miles into Central America by Ether in order to
put the plates in a location where the men of Limhi would ﬁnd them,
or does it suggest that he hid them near the place of the ﬁnal Jaredite
battles? Finally, the report of Limhi’s men provides a clue to the scale
of the land they discovered. The land covered with bones and ruins, in
which they found the twenty-four gold plates, “had been peopled with
a people who were as numerous as the hosts of Israel” (Mosiah 8:8).
Even if they did not have ﬁrsthand experience with the dimensions
of the land of Israel, the Nephites would have an idea of its geography
from the information contained on the plates of brass. Signiﬁcantly,
ancient Israel occupied a territory roughly forty miles from east to
west and three hundred miles from north to south. This implies that
the inhabitants whose ruins and remains were discovered by Limhi’s
search party in the land of Desolation could have occupied a region of
comparable scale.¹³⁰
129. Driggs, Palestine of America, [5].
130. If “Israel” referred to the northern kingdom during the divided monarchy, the
region of comparison would, of course, be much smaller.
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Lastly, other scriptural evidence pertaining to the location of
the hill Cumorah appears in the prophet Mormon’s account of the
ﬁnal destruction of the Nephites during the late fourth century AD.
He described the ﬁnal struggles of his people as they were eventually driven into the land northward and destroyed. Mormon told how
the Nephites were driven from the cities of Desolation and Teancum
at the narrow neck of land to the cities of Boaz and Jordan, ﬁnally
gathering all their remaining forces at Cumorah for the ﬁnal battle.
According to Sperry’s observation,
All of these places, including “the city of Jordan,” the last town
mentioned by Mormon to which the Nephites ﬂed, are clearly
in the land of Desolation in Middle America. How likely is
it that the whole Nephite nation, including women and children, would make a long, last journey of at least 2,500 miles
from the region of the city of Jordan to have a ﬁnal battle with
the Lamanites in what is now the state of New York? (Mormon 6:1–15) Militarily, such a move would waste the strength
and resources of a people already exhausted. Cumorah must
have been a place somewhere near the region of Jordan in the
land of Desolation.¹³¹
Traditions about the New York Hill Cumorah
The Book of Mormon seems to imply that the hill Cumorah was
near the narrow neck of land, but a long Latter-day Saint tradition
links the hill Cumorah with the hill in New York. How did the hill in
New York come to be known as the hill Cumorah? How have subsequent Latter-day Saints reconciled the apparent discrepancy between
the description in the Book of Mormon and the tradition that both the
Jaredites and Nephites met their end in New York?
First, some Latter-day Saint scholars have argued that early Saints
may have named the hill in New York Cumorah, perhaps assuming
that the New York drumlin and the hill mentioned by Mormon were
131. Sperry, Book of Mormon Compendium, 449.
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the same because they were both the repository of plates. They note
that Joseph Smith’s own account of the appearance of Moroni fails to
name the hill where the plates were found (JS—H 1:51) and that the
earliest reference to the New York hill as Cumorah comes not from
Joseph Smith but from Oliver Cowdery and W. W. Phelps. Was this
association simply an inference drawn by the early brethren, or was it
based on revelation?
At least one piece of evidence gives the impression that the association did not originate from mere speculation. On several occasions
late in his life, David Whitmer reportedly referred to an incident in
which he was traveling in a wagon with Joseph and Oliver on the way
to Whitmer’s home in Fayette, New York.
The Prophet, & I were riding in a wagon, & an aged man about
5 feet 10 heavey Set & on his back an old fashioned Armey
knapsack Straped over his Shoulders & Something Square in
it, & he walked alongside of the Wagon & Wiped the Sweat oﬀ
his face, Smileing very Pleasant David asked him to ride and
he replied I am going across to the hill Comorah.
According to Whitmer, Joseph later told David that they had seen
one of the Nephite prophets.¹³² The earliest accounts of this incident
were recorded over forty-eight years after the event. If this account is
accurate, then the association between the name Cumorah and the
hill near Joseph’s home may not have been based merely on personal
assumption.¹³³
A second suggestion is that the hill in New York was named after the site near the narrow neck of land by Lehites who migrated to
North America during or after Book of Mormon times. The practice
of the same name being applied to multiple sites has precedent in both
132. Edward Stevenson, interview with David Whitmer, 22–23 December 1877, in
David Whitmer Interviews, ed. Lyndon W. Cook (Orem, UT: Grandin Book, 1991), 13;
Orson Pratt and Joseph F. Smith, interview with David Whitmer, 7–8 September 1878, in
David Whitmer Interviews, 27.
133. Given that the earliest account of this experience was recorded forty-eight years
after the event, it is possible that Whitmer’s reference to “Comorah” was inﬂuenced by
Book of Mormon geographical thinking of the time.

272 • THE FARMS REVIEW 16/2 (2004)

the Bible and the Book of Mormon. In the Book of Mormon, Nephite
dissidents and Lamanites built a city that they named Jerusalem, “calling it after the land of their fathers’ nativity” (Alma 21:1). Other Book
of Mormon places that were given biblical names include Ephraim,
Gilgal, Helam, Jordan, Midian, Ramah,¹³⁴ and Sidon. In the Book of
Mormon, there is a hill Manti at Zarahemla (Alma 1:15) as well as a
land and city of Manti (Alma 16:6; 56:14) near the headwaters of the
Sidon. There is the land and the city of Desolation (Mormon 3:5, 7)
and also the “Desolation of Nehors” (Alma 16:11). There was a hill
called Onidah in the Zoramite lands in Antionum (Alma 32:4) and
another Onidah in the land of Nephi (Alma 47:5). Since biblical and
Book of Mormon precedents exist for applying the same name to different sites, it would not be surprising if Nephite migrants into the
land northward followed this practice and named the New York hill
after the earlier Cumorah.
A third possibility, related to and not necessarily excluded by the
second possibility, is that Moroni himself named the hill in New York
Cumorah “after the land of his fathers’ nativity” since it too was a repository for the sacred plates. The name Cumorah applied to the New
York hill would also remind later generations of the events surrounding
that earlier hill and of the sacred record kept of that earlier people.
Moroni said that he wandered wherever he could for his own safety
(Moroni 1:3) and mentioned several times that he would have liked to
have written more in his account, but that he lacked ore to create additional plates (Mormon 8:5, 23). Readers have assumed from these
passages that, by the time Moroni was ready to hide up the plates, he
had moved out of familiar territory. In 1928, after reviewing the key
passages in the Book of Mormon for both a limited geography and a
hill Cumorah within Mesoamerica, Driggs oﬀered a possible scenario
in which he reconciled the apparent conﬂict between the scriptural
description of Cumorah and the tradition that applies that name to
the location in New York.
134. In Syro-Palestine there were as many as ﬁve diﬀerent sites with the name Ramah.
Patrick M. Arnold, “Ramah,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992),
5:613–14.
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[Moroni] is wandering wherever he can, for the safety of his
own life.—Moroni 1:3. What is more natural than that he
would take his course northward, to avoid his enemies; and,
under the directing power of God, would be led to deposit his
precious record where it was revealed to the Prophet Joseph
Smith. Moroni may have named the hill in New York, where
he hid the plates, the hill Cumorah. . . . The hill in New York
retains its importance as the place where the plates were revealed from which the Book of Mormon was translated, but
the writer sees no reason for the continued assertions to the
eﬀect that the great battles were fought in that portion of the
American continent. The Book of Mormon is one of the four
standard works of the church. The 8th Article of Faith establishes our stand to the eﬀect that, “we believe the Book of
Mormon to be the word of God.” Therefore, if there be seeming contradictions between what men have said and the correct
interpretation of the Book of Mormon, the latter record must be
considered as correct.¹³⁵

Conclusion
In the history of Latter-day Saint interpretations of Book of Mormon geography, three key tenets have been thought to tie the Book of
Mormon to a hemispheric setting: Lehi’s landing place, the narrow
neck of land, and the location of the ﬁnal Nephite battleﬁeld at the
hill in New York. In spite of popular tradition, the idea that Lehi and
his colony landed in Chile cannot be traced to Joseph Smith, much
less to revelation, yet the mistaken assumption that the statement was
revelatory led well-intentioned interpreters to include South America
in their reconstructions of Book of Mormon events. However, even
during the nineteenth century, other Latter-day Saint writers seem
not to have regarded the statement as authoritative and felt free to
135. Driggs, Palestine of America, [8], emphasis added. Sorenson, Ancient American
Setting, 45, cites the story of David Ingram, a shipwrecked English sailor, who is said to
have walked essentially the same route as Moroni in the mid-sixteenth century. His journey required eleven months.
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oﬀer diﬀerent interpretations. An examination of nineteenth-century
geographics also demonstrates uncertainty about the location of the
narrow neck of land. While most writers conceptualized the dividing line between the land northward and the land southward as being
somewhere within Central America, opinions diﬀered as to whether
it was in Panama, Honduras, or Mexico. Eﬀorts to posit a more northerly location were due largely to the discoveries of ruins in Honduras,
Guatemala, and Mexico by Stephens and Catherwood, whose works
received wide circulation in the 1840s. Such interpretations show that
Latter-day Saint writers were quite willing to change and adjust their
geographical conceptions and oﬀer speculation in light of additional
knowledge and discoveries. This and the diversity of opinion among
nineteenth-century Latter-day Saints on matters of geography seriously
undermine the claim that any traditional view was authoritatively established by revelation. In light of this diversity of opinion, church leaders refused to endorse any one interpretation but encouraged the Saints
to give more diligent attention to what the Book of Mormon itself says
about its own geographical setting. Limited geographical interpretations of the Book of Mormon are not a recent phenomenon. Antecedents of a limited geography go back to the 1840s, and fully limited geographies arose in an early twentieth-century context in which some
church leaders were encouraging the Saints to pay more attention to
the Book of Mormon text. Although writers diﬀered on possible external correlations with the Book of Mormon, they tended to agree,
based on internal geographical information in the text, that the events
described in that scripture were limited in scale, on the order of hundreds, rather than thousands, of miles.
In a revelation to the Prophet Joseph Smith in 1833, the Lord encouraged the Saints to seek diligently for greater knowledge and understanding in many ﬁelds of learning. They were to seek learning
“by study and also by faith” (D&C 88:118). “Teach ye diligently,” the
Lord said, “and my grace shall attend you, that you may be instructed
more perfectly in theory, in principle, in doctrine, in the law of the
gospel, in all things that pertain unto the kingdom of God, that are
expedient for you to understand” (D&C 88:78). It is remarkable that,
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in addition to the revealed and saving doctrine and laws of the gospel,
the Lord would also encourage his Saints to seek greater understanding in “theory.” This apparently refers to things that we know only in
part and which may not be fully revealed, but which he encourages
us to study patiently as we seek for greater understanding. Interpretations of Book of Mormon geography clearly fall into the area of theory
rather than doctrine and are obviously of lesser importance than
those things that pertain to our salvation. Still, as in all other ﬁelds
of knowledge, these theories have their place; each must be evaluated
on its own scholarly merits, and for those who continue to seek in all
humility and diligence, the promise is given that “my grace shall attend you” (D&C 88:188).
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Introduction
Our imaginations are stretched to try to understand our remarkable universe and its origin. Why do astronomers say the universe
is expanding? Did the universe start with a big bang? What was the
universe made from? What is outside the universe? How does the big
bang impact Latter-day Saint doctrine? In this essay I describe the
observations (facts) that led to the concept of a big bang and discuss
some of the ideas, theories, and scenarios it has spawned. Armed with
that knowledge, I rebut the arguments of a recent article that attempts
to use the big bang to discredit Latter-day Saint theology and discuss
some aspects of the intersection of Latter-day Saint theology and current knowledge of the universe.
What is the big bang?
In the 1920s, Edwin Hubble used the 100-inch telescope at the
Mount Wilson Observatory to explore the so-called spiral nebulae,
many of which turned out to be galaxies outside our own Milky Way
Galaxy. Hubble built upon a discovery by Vesto M. Slipher that light
from distant galaxies is shifted slightly toward longer wavelengths (a
phenomenon called a red shift), indicating (because of the Doppler
eﬀect) that these galaxies are moving away from us. Examinations of
many galaxies showed that their speeds (away from us) were proportional to their distances, and this demonstrates that an observer in
every galaxy would see the same expansion. (The rule is now labeled
Hubble’s law.) On the basis of this observed principle, astronomers
conclude that the universe is expanding.
Imagine, now, a ﬁlm of the expansion run in reverse. On such
an imaginary journey backward in time, an observer would see the
galaxies move closer and closer together. Eventually, all galaxies and
their contents would have been squashed into a high-density soup of
matter and radiation and ultimately, it would seem, into a point of inﬁnite density called a singularity, which is a space-time point at which
mass-energy density becomes so high that space-time is curved in
upon itself, the usual descriptions of matter and energy break down,
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and physical quantities become inﬁnite, meaning “unbounded.” (There
is no information beyond that point.) At some long-ago epoch, this
tiny speck started to expand, and scientists have adopted Sir Fred
Hoyle’s scornful nickname—“big bang”—for that expansion. (Following others, I write big bang without capitals.) The term big bang is
used for both the whole expansion period and, by some authors, for
the presumed moment of origin at time zero. Since science can tell us
so little about the origin, I restrict myself to the ﬁrst usage.
The general theory of relativity, announced by Albert Einstein in
1916, states that the laws of nature do not depend upon the motion or
acceleration of the observer and that the properties of space are related
to the mass-energy within it. It is succinctly described by theoretical
physicist John A. Wheeler: “Matter tells space how to bend; space tells
matter how to move.”² The general theory of relativity made several
predictions that have since been veriﬁed to a high degree of accuracy,
and the theory is now generally accepted by scientists. When Einstein applied the general theory of relativity to the universe in 1917,
his equations indicated that the universe—the space in which stars
and galaxies exist—was unstable due to the inﬂuence of the combined
gravitation of all the galaxies. (Prior to Hubble’s discovery, the accepted view was that the universe was static.) To counteract attractive gravitation and produce a static universe, Einstein added another
term to his equations, and it became known as the cosmological constant (or, more generally, the “cosmological term”).
Commencing with Einstein’s publication of the general theory of
relativity and extending through the 1930s, physicists and mathematicians further applied equations from the general theory of relativity—
without the cosmological constant—to the universe under various assumptions and found that they described an expansion. Since these
theoretical results agreed with Hubble’s expanding universe, Einstein
naturally abandoned his cosmological term (calling it a great mistake).
2. See astro.physics.sc.edu/selfpacedunits/Unit57.html (accessed 27 September 2004).
See also John A. Wheeler, A Journey into Gravity and Spacetime (New York: Scientiﬁc American Library, 1990), 11–14: “Matter tells spacetime how to bend and spacetime returns the
complement by telling matter how to move.”
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However, the cosmological term didn’t quite disappear from the scene,
and in recent years it has again become important, as we shall see.
Present scientiﬁc theories of the big bang really deal with the aftermath of the big bang, and we must be cautious about earlier epochs,
incredibly short though they were. As shown below, the standard hot
big bang model starts a tiny fraction of a second after a conjectured
time zero (t = 0). Inﬂationary scenarios (discussed later) can take us a
tiny bit nearer the beginning. Perhaps M-theories (also discussed later)
can take us even closer. But conditions very near the presumed time
zero are still unknown. One physicist writes: “The beginning of time
is, perhaps not surprisingly, one of the most speculative topics in cosmology. As we traverse this uncharted territory, keep in mind that the
picture of cosmic history that we draw, and even the questions that we
might ask, depend on our current (and still preliminary) understanding of physical law at these enormous energies and temperatures.”³
Besides lacking a complete theory, scientists have very little observational data from the early days of the universe. The ﬂight of the
galaxies yields no data on the beginning. The cosmic microwave background (CMB) radiation provides the best and earliest information,
but that radiation survives from the epoch when the universe became
transparent with the formation of atoms—about three hundred thousand years after the beginning. (Before that time, the universe was too
hot for atoms to form.) Very old galaxies, whose discovery is mentioned in the media from time to time, date from a few hundred million years later.
During the 1940s and 1950s, a rival to the big bang theory—the
steady-state theory—was proposed by Hermann Bondi and Thomas
Gold, who were later joined by Fred Hoyle. This outspoken trio suggested that as galaxies ﬂy apart in space, new matter (in the form of
hydrogen atoms) spontaneously appears from nowhere to maintain
the same overall matter density. Most physicists balked at the concept
of creation of matter out of nothing, but backers of the theory declared
3. Fred Adams, Our Living Multiverse: A Book of Genesis in 0+7 Chapters (New
York: Pi, 2004), 38.
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it was no more outlandish than the idea of creation of matter out of
nothing through the big bang.⁴
About 1949, George Gamow, often called the brightest physicist
who did not win a Nobel prize, suggested that the big bang would
have been very hot near the beginning. Aided by a bit of luck, he and
his collaborators predicted that the light from the initial “ﬁreball”—
originally gamma rays (more energetic than x-rays) but now redshifted into the microwave radio spectrum—might still be observable. Since no equipment at that time could detect such radiation, the
paper was almost forgotten. However, in 1965 a pervasive microwave
radiation, seen in all directions of space, was detected and eventually
identiﬁed as the predicted relict radiation. It is now known as the 3 K
CMB radiation, because its spectrum is precisely that expected from
an ideal radiator at that temperature (actually, 2.7 K). (Scientists measure temperature in absolute degrees or Kelvins, or K, and 273 must
be subtracted from K to obtain temperatures in degrees Centigrade,
or C.) The CMB radiation was emitted at a very high temperature (and
therefore at very short wavelengths) but has been greatly red-shifted
by expansion and cooling in the intervening eons to its present shape.
It ﬁlls all space and forms a curtain beyond which (and therefore earlier than which) we cannot observe. All information from earlier epochs is either extrapolated or based on theory.
Is the big bang important to Latter-day Saints?
A group of evangelical scholars have mounted a broad frontal
attack on certain doctrines of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints in a recent book, The New Mormon Challenge. In a chapter
with the title “Craftsman or Creator? An Examination of the Mormon
Doctrine of Creation and a Defense of Creatio ex nihilo,” Paul Copan
and William Lane Craig put forward several claims regarding the big
bang and its perceived relation to Latter-day Saint theology:
4. An interesting description of the life and times of the steady-state theory is given
by Martin Rees, Before the Beginning (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1997), 36–47.
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1. The standard hot big bang theory is the best description of the
origin of the universe.
2. An initial physical singularity in the standard big bang theory
both requires and proves creatio ex nihilo—the creation of the universe from absolutely nothing. “The standard Big Bang model . . . thus
describes a universe that is not eternal in the past but that came into
being a ﬁnite time ago. Moreover—and this deserves underscoring—
the origin it posits is an absolute origin ex nihilo” (pp. 139–40). Copan
and Craig also add thermodynamic arguments to bolster the claim of
an initial singularity and a creation from nothing.
3. This idea of a creation from nothing contradicts Latter-day
Saint beliefs about eternalism—the claim that God, human spirits,
and even the elements are eternal. Therefore, claim Copan and Craig,
to be included among Christians, Latter-day Saints must reject the
doctrine of eternalism and adopt the doctrine of creation from nothing. Among the more memorable statements by Copan and Craig is
the following:
The Big Bang represents the origin of all matter and energy,
even of physical space and time themselves. . . . Therefore, to
hold that matter/energy are eternal or that God is the physical
product of a beginningless progression is irreconcilable with
the theory. The problem posed by the Big Bang for Mormon
theology is especially severe, not merely because the Big Bang
theory supports creation ex nihilo, but because the Mormon
concept of God as an extended material object existing in the
universe requires, in connection with Big Bang cosmogony,
that God himself (or his progenitors) came into being ex nihilo. Thus, Big Bang cosmogony is a veritable dagger at the
throat of Mormon theology. (p. 146)
4. The Latter-day Saint concept of God as an embodied being
existing in space and time subjects God to eventual destruction in the
heat death of the universe.
Copan and Craig’s approach is scarcely dispassionate. They heap
scorn upon the Latter-day Saint concept of deity. For example, they
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title their chapter “Creator or Craftsman?” Given a choice, most folks
(including Latter-day Saints) would, of course, choose to dignify God
as a creator rather than a craftsman. In the Copan and Craig presentation, God is the creator because he brings entities like atoms, stars,
and galaxies into being from nothing (absolute nothing), and in their
view the Latter-day Saint God is (merely) a craftsman because he fashions entities like atoms, stars, and galaxies from preexisting pieces.
Where did Copan and Craig go wrong?
Let me say up front that in my opinion Copan and Craig went wrong
in several signiﬁcant ways:
1. Copan and Craig commit what I call the Aquinas fallacy. Seeing religious beliefs supported through scientiﬁc arguments reminds
us that Thomas Aquinas used the scientiﬁc knowledge of his day, drawn
principally from Aristotle, as a framework for his systematic theology.
The resulting mixture of biblical teachings and Aristotelian science,
often called scholasticism, was accepted and taught by Roman Catholics for centuries. It is still alive, though its scientiﬁc elements have had
to be revised. The original acceptance of this doctrine led in the West
to the sharp separation of science and religion into two distinct and
often competitive enterprises. The Aquinas fallacy consists of assuming that current science, including both fact and speculation, provides
ﬁnal answers. I named the fallacy after Aquinas because of his prominence, but it could equally well have been named after any number of
other ﬁgures—Jewish, Christian, and Muslim—who shared his presuppositions. Science, however, is an ongoing, self-correcting process
leading to increased knowledge and understanding, and many wrong
ideas are suggested and discarded before a corrected understanding
eventually emerges.
Copan and Craig take the standard hot big bang model as a ﬁnal
scientiﬁc description of the origin of the universe and use it to establish
a doctrine of “creation from nothing.” But the scriptures, I believe,
were written with purposes rather diﬀerent from the attempt to understand and explain the universe. It is essential to realize that both
the scientiﬁc and the religious canons of knowledge are incomplete,
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and it would be wrong to assume that either gives deﬁnitive answers
about the other. While none can doubt the value of the knowledge and
understanding brought into the world through science, one should be
cautious in employing scientiﬁc results to support dogmas about God.
2. The scientiﬁc views of Copan and Craig are out of date. In their
attempt to use scientiﬁc results, Copan and Craig employ the standard
hot big bang cosmology that was current in the late 1970s, including a
singularity at the origin of the universe, without understanding that
quantum mechanics prevents a true singularity—a fact known much
earlier. They also comment negatively on such important and wellaccepted scientiﬁc ideas as vacuum energies and inﬂationary theories
(the most popular version of which does not require a singularity).
Furthermore, some other models of the early universe (including the
no-boundary-condition model proposed in 1983 by Stephen Hawking and James Hartle,⁵ which Copan and Craig reject) do not have a
singularity. Without the initial singularity, the claims of Copan and
Craig have no scientiﬁc basis. Even if time had a beginning (which is
still an open question), creation from nothing does not necessarily follow. A beginning of time means that we can make no measurements
or observations regarding any earlier epoch, and the notion of time
itself in our universe has no meaning before that moment.
Although it will likely remain forever undetectable, the multiverse
(ignored by Copan and Craig but described below) is gaining acceptance as the “big” view of the universe(s). Some inﬂationary theories
lead to a belief in continuous creation of universes, and these lead to a
consideration of the biggest picture of reality: a multiverse, the totality of all universes, including the background energy of which they
were made.⁶
5. See James B. Hartle, “Quantum Cosmology and the Early Universe,” in The Very
Early Universe: Proceedings of the Nuttﬁeld Workshop, Cambridge, ed. G. W. Gibbons, S. W.
Hawking, and S. T. C. Siklos (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 59–89; and
S. W. Hawking, “Euclidean Approach to the Inﬂationary Universe,” in The Very Early
Universe, 287–96.
6. An extensive discussion of this view is found, for example, in Adams’s book Our
Living Multiverse, chap. 2.
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Copan and Craig do not mention the surprise discovery in late
1998 of the current acceleration of the expansion of the universe, apparently caused by an anti-gravity force similar to the huge energy of
the vacuum or Einstein’s cosmological term, and thus they neglect to
note that this background energy alone may destroy the argument of
creation from nothing. This discovery is discussed in most of the literature published since 1998. The omission is, incidentally, an excellent example of the Aquinas fallacy. As our knowledge of the universe
changes, religious ideas tied to previous scientiﬁc knowledge become
inadequate.
3. Copan and Craig confuse what might be called theological
or philosophical nothing with scientiﬁc nothing. Theological or philosophical nothing refers to a totally empty space, which may not exist. Scientiﬁc nothing refers to the energy of the quantum mechanics
vacuum or empty space, which is pictured as a scene of wild action
and leads to an understanding of the birth and evolution of the universe. Although ignored by Copan and Craig, the energy of these huge
ﬁelds is believed to provide the stuﬀ of which the universe is made and
is now observed to be the principal source of mass-energy of the universe. Had Copan and Craig provided a modern inventory of the universe, the overwhelming role of the mass-energy of the vacuum (now
called dark energy) would have been obvious. In fact, the universe is
made of about 5 percent common matter (electrons and protons), 25
percent “dark matter” (a mysterious matter whose nature is not understood), and 70 percent “dark energy” (a mysterious energy).
4. Copan and Craig unjustiﬁably conﬂate the creation account
in Genesis 1:1 with the idea that the entire universe originated by
creatio ex nihilo. “In the beginning God created the heaven and the
earth”—so opens the creation story in the majestic prose of the King
James Version of the Bible. From the start of the Christian era, the
theological discussion of the world has always been focused on the
earth and its associated heaven (the celestial sphere), which constituted the known world of the early church fathers.
The biblical account is a remarkably peaceful story. By contrast,
the big bang is a story of incredible violence, involving inconceivable
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forces and energies. It seems extremely unlikely that these two stories
describe the same event, especially since the Bible deals speciﬁcally with
objects and conditions on the earth. To read universe and big bang into
the biblical creation account requires a spectacular leap of logic.
The biblical creation story describes the formation of earth and
heaven at about the same time, but in reality they were formed at
vastly diﬀerent epochs. The history of the universe itself can be traced
back about 14 billion years, and galaxies and stars have been forming
ever since. The earth and sun were formed or created 4.6 billion years
ago. The biblical story is not wrong; it is true to its purpose of presenting a symbolic account of the creation of this earth, and it should not
be read as a scientiﬁc record.
To ancient people (and many people today), the sky (heaven) was
a hemispherical dome rising above a ﬂat and stationary earth, which
naturally lay at the center of whatever world they could imagine. Sun,
moon, planets, and stars were lights attached to (or shining through)
the crystalline dome overhead. A few scholars have believed for at least
the past two millennia that the earth was spherical, but even these
were unanimous in viewing earth as the center of their world. Now,
for the ﬁrst time, scientists are beginning to understand the origin
and evolution of planets, stars, and galaxies that stretch out billions of
light years and reveal an expanding and accelerating universe.
Even when prophets glimpsed the magniﬁcent universe beyond
the earth, God’s instructions always pertained exclusively to this earth
and its not-always-righteous inhabitants. Indeed, Jesus himself often
had diﬃculty teaching fellow humans to accept even such simple concepts as the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man. They
could hardly have communicated more subtle information about the
universe, nor was it important to do so.
What does it mean to create? Many Christians, including Latterday Saints, believe that God organized already existing matter/energy
into an earth and solar system. Other Christians (including Copan
and Craig) take a diﬀerent position, claiming that God ﬁrst created
everything—including matter, energy, time, and space—from nothing. Copan and Craig ﬁnd support for their position in the Bible:
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“Furthermore, the idea of creatio ex nihilo is implied in Genesis 1:1,
since no ‘beginning’ for God is mentioned” (p. 111). But, since Genesis
1:1 refers to the earth, one ought to ask: Was the earth created from
nothing? Certainly not! Based on massive amounts of empirical and
theoretical evidence, scientists state that the earth was created from
preexisting gas and dust (a conclusion with which Latter-day Saints
would agree). The argument of Copan and Craig that the language of
Genesis 1:1 (“God created the heaven and the earth”) implies creation
from nothing is puzzling. One might as easily say that Henry Ford
created the Ford car—however, he did not create it from nothing.
5. Copan and Craig ignore relevant portions of the biblical account that conﬂict with their thesis. Christians must decide whether
to accept the biblical age of the earth as a few thousand years or the
scientiﬁcally determined age of 4.6 billion years. There is no middle
ground, and the question of the age of the earth decisively divides
Christians into two separate camps. If a person accepts the biblical
age, on what basis does he or she reject the repeated, radioactively measured ages for terrestrial, lunar, and meteoritic rocks of many types as
well as a host of consistent dates from chemical isotopic ratios, ice
and mud cores, ages of stars and galaxies, fossils, and other measurements? On the other hand, if a person accepts the ages measured by
scientists, how does he or she propose to treat the claims of dates and
times attributed to the Bible? Christians (including Copan and Craig)
who discard or rationalize away the biblical chronology (for example,
by accepting the big bang 14 billion years ago) are left with no basis
whatever on which to mount a biblical concept of creation. In particular, it is illogical for Christians who have discarded biblical chronology
to present a biblical argument for creation from nothing.
How did the big bang begin?
In order to evaluate Copan and Craig’s claims, it will be necessary to examine current thinking about the big bang. Let’s extrapolate
backward in time as the size of the universe decreases and density and
temperature increase. According to theoretical estimates, one year after
the beginning, the temperature of the universe was about 2 million K
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(similar to the temperature of the solar corona) and the density was 10–9
grams per cubic centimeter (close to the ﬁgure for the surface of the
sun).⁷ At one second after the beginning, the temperature was about 10
billion K (similar to the center of a supernova explosion) and the density about 500,000 grams per cubic centimeter (close to the density of
a white-dwarf star).⁸ At earlier times, temperatures and densities were
even higher, and such conditions are exciting to physicists because they
allow the nuclear reactions that produce the lighter chemical elements
and (for the grand prize of physics) the uniﬁcation of forces (a topic that
is beyond the scope of this article).
If one were to extrapolate mechanically to a beginning at t = 0,
one would obtain for the universe a zero radius and inﬁnite values
of density, temperature, pressure, and energy. What happened before
that instant would be completely unknown. Mathematical physicists
Stephen Hawking and Roger Penrose showed that “the beginning of
time would have been a point of inﬁnite density and inﬁnite curvature
of space-time. All the known laws of physics would break down at
such a point.”⁹ Such a point, as we’ve already seen, is called a singularity. While Copan and Craig accept the reality of this initial singularity
and argue that it requires creation from nothing (p. 140), many physicists now reject two underlying assumptions of the Hawking-Penrose
theorems: that the general theory of relativity holds everywhere and
that the gravitational force is always attractive.¹⁰ Most scientists expect a quantum theory of gravity to supersede the general theory of
relativity, and it was apparently the repulsive gravitation that drove
inﬂation in the early universe. Rejection of these two assumptions
undercuts Copan and Craig because the theory that required a singularity is no longer valid. Those who support “creation from nothing”
must go hunting for new evidence.
7. Note that numbers in an exponent simply show the number of zeros after (+) or
before (-) the given digits. For example, 105 means 1 followed by 5 zeros (100,000), and
10 –9 means 1 preceded by a period and 9 zeros (.0000000001).
8. Alan H. Guth, The Inﬂationary Universe: The Quest for a New Theory of Cosmic
Origins (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1997), 86.
9. Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time (New York: Bantam, 1988), 133.
10. John D. Barrow, The Book of Nothing (London: Cape, 2000), 307.
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What is wrong with the standard hot big bang model?
The standard big bang theory, with its initial singularity, was current up to the late 1970s, but it failed to describe adequately the earliest stages of the universe. This model made three empirically veriﬁed
predictions: the universe is expanding (although this might be called
a retrospective prediction or an explanation of the observed red shift
of distant galaxies); the universe is swimming in greatly red-shifted
radiation (the CMB radiation from the big bang); and the abundances
of the light elements (deuterium, helium, and lithium) are observed to
have the speciﬁc values predicted by the theory. Furthermore, certain
observations that might have contradicted the model did not actually
contradict it.
Since the standard hot big bang model really begins at an epoch
(very shortly) after the beginning, it oﬀers no hint as to the origin of the
bang, and thus it lacks a preceding cause—a fact considered a serious
deﬁciency by scientists, though apparently not by theologians. Furthermore, the standard big bang model suﬀered from at least three grave
defects, any one of which constituted suﬃcient reason to reject it:
1. The universe appears roughly the same in all directions (even
in opposite directions), yet there has not been enough time since the
beginning of the universal expansion for these distant regions to have
been in mutual communication (even at the speed of light)—that is,
unless these now distant parts of the universe once shared the same
laws and conditions (or “were in communication,” as scientists say).
This is called the horizon problem.
2. As the initial expansion of space carried energy and matter
outward, inﬁnitesimally tiny density diﬀerences (diﬀerences so tiny
they can only be imagined) from place to place would have been quickly
and enormously ampliﬁed, and anything short of incredibly ﬁne tuning
would have produced far more structure (clusters of galaxies) than is
observed (the smoothness problem).
3. Finally, there is the ﬂatness problem. Most theories of the big
bang yield an energy density of the universe exactly equal to the critical
density needed for a “just open” universe (a universe that expands forever but whose expansion velocity constantly decreases), yet a careful
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inventory of all the mass-energy in the universe, including dark matter
(matter detected only by its gravitational signature), can account for
only about 0.30 of the critical density. (As noted earlier, common matter accounts for about 5 percent of the total mass-energy and dark matter for 25 percent. Dark energy accounts for 70 percent.) Perhaps worst
of all, the standard model provided no reason for the big bang to occur in the ﬁrst place. In the late 1970s, scientists were understandably
puzzled by the lack of explanations and solutions to these problems.
In the absence of scientiﬁc explanations, however, certain theologians jumped into the fray and declared that God initiated the big
bang. In 1951, for instance, Pope Pius XII pointed to the big bang as
the biblically described creation event.¹¹ Unfortunately, that claim is
not a scientiﬁc explanation, as is evident if one asks what has been
learned from that hypothesis.
Does the big bang support creation ex nihilo (creation from
nothing)?
The fundamental question of what the big bang theory supports is
closely related to, and often confused with, the question of the beginning of time. No statement can be made about the universe before the
Planck time, 10–43 seconds after the beginning.¹² One cosmologist says
simply, “The beginning of time is not deﬁned.”¹³ As shown above, very
little information is available before 300,000 years after the beginning,
and, as described above, values of temperature, density, and energy become inﬁnite (unlimited) if one tries to extrapolate back to time zero.
Regarding creation from nothing, physicist Fred Adams succinctly
states: “The big bang does not represent creation ex nihilo. Cosmic history began at a particular point in time—the moment we denote as
t = 0. But before that point we do not assume that there was nothing
11. Ian G. Barbour, Religion in an Age of Science: The Giﬀord Lectures 1989–1991 (San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1990), 1:128; Victor J. Stenger, Has Science Found God? The
Latest Results in the Search for Purpose in the Universe (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books,
2003), 164.
12. See the section on quantum mechanics, below.
13. Adams, Our Living Multiverse, 38.
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at all in existence. Energy is the currency of the cosmos, so this incorrect assumption would imply that an extraordinarily large violation of
energy conservation took place at the beginning of time.”¹⁴
Have we settled everything?
To better understand our remarkable universe and how its origin
and evolution inﬂuence Latter-day Saint theology in a comprehensive and comprehensible way is a commendable goal, but it is beyond
the scope of this paper. Such an undertaking is also not easy because
our universe is such an astonishing place and because any discussion
must confront new ideas, some of which may seem counterintuitive
or may ﬂy in the face of common sense. Let me begin with the most
diﬃcult—quantum mechanics (since nature seems to function in accordance with its laws).
What is quantum mechanics?
To understand the behavior of such tiny entities as photons, electrons, atoms, and the early universe, we must look at the strange world
of quantum mechanics. Early in the twentieth century, such physicists
as Max Planck and Albert Einstein demonstrated that light was not perfectly smooth, but had properties of a particle (called a photon) as well
as a wave. Some years later, a converse realization took place—particles
such as electrons, protons, and atoms show wave traits as well as particle
traits. Surprisingly, even large objects (such as you and I) have a wave
14. Ibid., 38. Additional arguments against the theological concept of creation from
nothing, based on considerations of entropy and the energy-density budget of the universe (including points directed speciﬁcally at Craig), are presented by physicist Stenger
in his book Has Science Found God? Stenger answers his own question with a deﬁnite
“no.” Scientiﬁc and metaphysical arguments for and against our universe being a designer universe (designed by God) are further discussed in a variety of books by physicists, cosmologists, and theologians; see, for example, Paul C. W. Davies, The Mind of
God: The Scientiﬁc Basis for a Rational World (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992);
Timothy Ferris, The Whole Shebang: A State-of-the Universe(s) Report (New York: Simon
and Schuster, 1997); Russell Stannard, The God Experiment: Can Science Prove the Existence of God? (London: Faber and Faber, 1999); and Ian G. Barbour, When Science Meets
Religion (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2000).
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nature, but it is not apparent in everyday experience because our wavelengths are so incomprehensibly short. The mathematical formalism
that treats the combined particle-wave nature of things is called quantum mechanics, a strange view of the world that is far beyond the scope
of this paper. Indeed, quantum mechanics remains the only theory or
procedure that makes predictions regarding the interactions of such entities as photons and atoms. Furthermore, the predictions of quantum
mechanics agree with nature to an astonishing degree of accuracy.
It is suﬃcient to note that everything in the universe—including
energy, matter, space, and time—is ultimately discrete, not smooth
and continuous; that is, all physical entities are made up of tiny pieces.
Furthermore, quantum mechanics forbids any objects—because they
are waves as well as particles—from being perfectly localized when we
know something about their velocity. This is often expressed by the
Heisenberg uncertainty principle (named after the German physicist
Werner Heisenberg), which states that it is fundamentally impossible
to measure to any desired precision at the same time the position and
momentum (mass times velocity), or any such pair of variables (such
as energy and time), of a single particle or object. Such knowledge, in
which properties and predictions are exactly determined, is replaced
in quantum mechanics by probabilities.
So-called classical theories in physics (theories without quantum mechanics), such as the theory of forces and motions and electromagnetism, have been reformulated in the twentieth century to
harmonize with quantum mechanics. But one theory—general relativity—has resisted such reformulation, and we do not yet have a harmonious combination of general relativity and quantum mechanics.
What does this mean? It means that the big bang and the beginning of
the universe—the one situation in nature in which both these theories
are important—cannot be fully explained by scientists today. Nevertheless, one can conﬁdently assert, even in the absence of a complete
theory, that, because fundamental entities or objects cannot be precisely localized, perfect singularities cannot exist. A perfect singularity is, by deﬁnition, a perfect point, and quantum mechanics does not
allow this. Therefore, the universe cannot have begun at such a (non-
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existent) point. There was always a ﬁnite extent to the material in the
big bang, and the stuﬀ had a very large, but ﬁnite, temperature and
density. (Once again, quantum theory undercuts the “creation from
nothing” arguments of Copan and Craig.)
The remark made above that perfect singularities cannot exist can
be made quantitative. In our universe, both space and time are discrete on the smallest scales. Planck, the German physicist who ﬁrst
suggested that light is not perfectly smooth, also deﬁned a system of
natural units in which both the general theory of relativity and quantum mechanics play a role, and most physicists believe these to be the
smallest possible pieces. The smallest unit of length (Planck length) is
10–33 cm, and the smallest unit of time (Planck time) is 10 –43 seconds.
Although these units are absurdly tiny by ordinary measures, they
become important for events on microscopic scales and high energies,
speciﬁcally including the big bang.¹⁵
What is “nothing”?
Now we consider another remarkable feature of the universe—the
concept of nothing. Because of quantum mechanics, physicists view
empty space quite diﬀerently from the absolute nothingness of theologians. One cosmologist remarks that the notion of a vacuum has
undergone a greater change in meaning than any other word or concept in science. From something like an absolutely empty void, the
vacuum has emerged as “a bubbling, brewing source of matter and
energy; it may even contain most of the matter in the universe!”¹⁶ As
time has passed, evidence from several sources has accumulated that
some anti-gravity energy from the vacuum does indeed contain most
(about 70 percent) of the mass-energy of the universe. (As is obvious,
15. Readers desiring to learn about quantum mechanics, M-theory, or various possibilities for the past and future of the universe might start with Stephen Hawking’s
book, The Universe in a Nutshell (New York: Bantam Books, 2001), with its marvelous
diagrams.
16. Lawrence M. Krauss, Quintessence: The Mystery of Missing Mass in the Universe
(New York: Basic Books, 2000), 33.
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a claim that scientiﬁc evidence supports the postulate of creatio ex
nihilo must be received with great skepticism.)
Imagine a box one meter (or one yard) on each side sitting in
empty space between the galaxies. What is the least it could contain?
In fact, such a box would contain a menagerie of particles, waves,
ﬁelds, energies, and interactions. For starters, it would contain a few
atoms or ions, but let us imagine applying the best vacuum pump in
the Milky Way Galaxy, a magic pump that can draw out every single
atom. Would the box then be empty? No. The box would contain lots of
electromagnetic waves or photons. If the walls of the box were opaque,
they would radiate long-wavelength photons in thermal equilibrium
with their surroundings. If the walls were transparent, dozens of photons of all wavelengths from stars in the Milky Way Galaxy would
pass through the box. Finally, about a billion CMB photons from the
big bang itself would be present in every cubic meter in our universe.
A box in intergalactic space is also bathed in cosmic rays of various
energies and from all directions. Neutrinos (tiny neutral particles with
extremely low mass and traveling near the speed of light) in at least
three varieties constantly whiz through the box without noticeably interacting with anything else. Furthermore, some theories predict other
weakly interacting particles ﬂying about. Every photon or electromagnetic wave is a manifestation of combined, changing electric and magnetic ﬁelds. Other ﬁelds, such as gravitational ﬁelds, are always present, and these carry vast amounts of energy. Even if all particles and
all electric and magnetic ﬁelds could magically be eliminated, gravitational ﬁelds apparently cannot be eliminated, even in principle.
Our story becomes stranger as we dig deeper. Any attempt to describe empty space is bound to fail unless it includes the quantum ﬂuctuations of the vacuum, which form a background for everything else.
Quantum mechanics imposes a rigorous upper limit to our knowledge
because of the uncertainty principle. Even empty space—the vacuum—
is a beehive of activity in which a froth of virtual particles, waves, and
quasi-particles leaps into existence as a quantum ﬂuctuation and then
dissolves back into the vacuum or annihilates with corresponding
anti-particles or waves (on time scales of about 10–22 seconds).
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In quantum mechanics a certain amount of energy is always present. “This discovery at the heart of the quantum description of matter
means that the concept of the vacuum must be somewhat realigned. It
is no longer to be associated with the idea of the void and of nothingness or empty space. Rather, it is merely the emptiest possible state
in the sense of the state that possesses the lowest possible energy: the
state from which no further energy can be removed. We call this the
ground state or the vacuum state.”¹⁷ An imaginary region containing
nothing at all would collapse to zero size.
Although vacuum ﬂuctuations cannot be measured individually
(and are therefore called virtual particles or waves), they can be measured indirectly through their inﬂuence on such other processes as
the magnetic strength of an electron¹⁸ and the Casimir eﬀect (a net
inward pressure—from virtual particle pairs, or quantum mechanics waves—outside, felt by two parallel plates placed extremely close
together.)¹⁹ These observed eﬀects demonstrate the reality of vacuum
ﬂuctuations as described by quantum theory. In our physical universe, nothingness is an unrealizable fantasy. (To claim nothing exists
somewhere outside our universe would be an additional postulate.)
Consider now a contour map of the universe or a piece of the universe, where the energy of the vacuum or empty space is the quantity
plotted. On such a topographic map, energy is measured upward at
every point. In this energy landscape, hills are regions of high energy
while valleys are regions of low energy. The lowest point on the topographic map represents the true vacuum, where the energy is lowest—
but not zero. One can now imagine that this map of the energy ﬁeld
represents the multiverse, out of which universes can form. As we attempt to visualize and discuss the big bang, vacuum energy, multiverses, dark matter, and the dark energy of the universe, this energy
contour map will be of considerable help.
17. Barrow, Book of Nothing, 216.
18. Guth, Inﬂationary Universe, 272.
19. Hawking, Universe in a Nutshell, 46–47; Mario Livio, The Accelerating Universe:
Inﬁnite Expansion, the Cosmological Constant, and the Beauty of the Cosmos (New York:
Wiley and Sons, 2000), 126.
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In the Book of Nothing, mathematical physicist John Barrow describes the role of the vacuum:
We have seen how the vacuum energy of the Universe may prevent the Universe from having a beginning, may inﬂuence its
early inﬂationary moments and may be driving its expansion
today, but its most dramatic eﬀect is still to come: its domination of the Universe’s future. The vacuum energy that manifests
itself as Einstein’s lambda force stays constant whilst every other
contribution to the density of matter in the Universe—stars,
planets, radiation, black holes—is diluted away by the expansion. If the vacuum lambda force [or perhaps Einstein’s cosmological term] has recently started accelerating the expansion of
the Universe, as observations imply, then its domination will
grow overwhelming in the future. The Universe will continue
expanding and accelerating for ever.²⁰
One must therefore discard old and seemingly obvious ideas
about nothing or empty space, which do not exist in our universe. In
reality, empty space is ﬁlled with particles and waves, many of which
we do not currently understand, and the mass-energy of empty space
dominates our universe. It is diﬃcult to imagine that nothing exists
anywhere. Creation from nothing is clearly a fantasy devised by certain theologians, perhaps in a misguided attempt to glorify God by
making of him a fantastic magician.
What is an inﬂationary universe?
An inﬂationary epoch that precedes the big bang expansion and
then goes over to it (in a tiny fraction of a second) provides a much
more satisfying description of the early universe than the standard hot
big bang theory and is now widely accepted in general outline even as
details of various models are being worked out. Inﬂationary scenarios
retain the virtues of the standard big bang theory but avoid its ﬂaws.
Many inﬂationary models neither require nor allow an initial physi20. Barrow, Book of Nothing, 313–14.

COPAN, CRAIG, “CRAFTSMAN OR CREATOR?” (JOHNSON) • 297

cal singularity, and many of these predict a continuous formation of
universes from the energy of the vacuum or empty space.
Inﬂation as a model for an extremely early epoch was formulated
by Alan H. Guth, Andrei Linde, Paul Steinhardt, and others in the
early 1980s; a description can be found in Guth’s book, The Inﬂationary Universe. In Guth’s early version of the theory, as the energy ﬁelds
that would become a universe began to cool down in the ﬁrst split second after the big bang, they landed in a state of false vacuum, a state
of higher energy than the ground state, which is the true vacuum.
(At this point it will be helpful to recall the topographic energy map
described earlier. A false vacuum is a valley but not the lowest valley,
which is the ground state.) From the false vacuum the universe made
a transition to the true vacuum, releasing huge amounts of energy.
Similar to a phase change in matter (gas to liquid or liquid to solid),
the huge increase in energy from the downward transition resulted
in an enormous expansion—by an unbelievably large factor of 1030 to
1050 —of the tiny piece of the universe that dropped down.
Linde, a Russian-American cosmologist, showed that a gentler
slope in the energy map between hill and valley led to a more satisfactory transition to the standard big bang model. Linde also showed that
the observed universe was likely only a tiny speck in a huge bubble,
and Guth called this the new inﬂationary model.²¹ In his book, Particle Physics and Inﬂationary Cosmology, Linde shows that the big bang
arises like chaotic foam from a complex of scalar ﬁelds (scalar ﬁelds,
such as temperature, have magnitude but no direction).²² He calls his
model chaotic inﬂation or eternal inﬂation because it continues to
produce new baby universes, both from the background vacuum itself
and from already extant universes.
Inﬂation lasted roughly from 10 –37 to 10–35 seconds, such an inconceivably short fraction of a second that many people simply throw
up their hands and walk away rather than seriously trying to comprehend it. However, important events can transpire on such short
21. Guth, Inﬂationary Universe, 206–7.
22. Andrei D. Linde, Particle Physics and Inﬂationary Cosmology, trans. Marc Damashek (Chur, Switzerland: Harwood Academic, 1989).
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time scales. Inﬂation succeeds because it is much faster than other
processes, including vacuum ﬂuctuations. Inﬂationary models retain
the virtues of the standard big bang model (since they later go over
to it) but provide a deeper understanding of the very earliest phases
of the universe (though later than the Planck time). Guth notes the
vast diﬀerence in size between the observed universe (the universe we
see) and the actual pocket or bubble universe (the bubble that inﬂated
from the vacuum). Our observed universe continues to increase in
size, partly by its expansion and partly by the arrival at the earth of
radiation from previously unseen parts of the universe (bodies so far
away that their light had not had time to reach us), but one can never
hope to see all of the actual or bubble universe.²³
What is the eﬀect of this new understanding? “Some universes
with gravitationally repulsive matter still have beginnings where the
density is inﬁnite, but they don’t need to. We have already seen one
spectacular example that appears to evade the need for a beginning.
The self-reproducing eternal inﬂationary universe almost certainly
has no beginning. It can be continued indeﬁnitely into the past.”²⁴ If
scientists succeed in explaining the universe by the underlying laws of
nature, the implications are dramatic. “We would have accomplished
the spectacular goal of understanding why there is something rather
than nothing—because, if this approach is right, perpetual ‘nothing’
is impossible.”²⁵
Although something like inﬂation and the big bang occurred very
early in our universe’s history, much of our understanding is still quite
tentative, and dozens of diﬀerent suggestions, scenarios, and theories
for the beginning of the universe have been oﬀered.
23. More detailed information on the inﬂationary universe can be found in the note
references in this article, as well as in Brian Greene, The Elegant Universe: Superstrings,
Hidden Dimensions, and the Quest for the Ultimate Theory (New York: Norton, 1999);
and Martin J. Rees, New Perspectives in Astrophysical Cosmology, 2nd ed. (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2000).
24. Barrow, Book of Nothing, 307.
25. Guth, Inﬂationary Universe, 276.
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What is string theory?
Another broad group of theories—called collectively string theory
or M-theory, in which the basic units are tiny vibrating strings instead
of particles—has potential for explaining the existence of particles,
forces, dimensions, the big bang, and possibly the universe itself.²⁶ In
some sense, M-theory is an attempt to combine quantum mechanics
and the general theory of relativity—the twin pillars of modern physics, and most physicists believe a uniﬁcation is necessary and possible.
A new version of M-theory, which includes multidimensional membranes (branes or p-branes), so that strings are branes of dimension p = 1,
has revitalized the ﬁeld. Perhaps the big bang was the collision of two
branes (the so-called ekpyrotic theory).
While many physicists are skeptical, proponents of the new string
theory exuberantly call it TOE (the Theory of Everything). New ideas,
theories, or models may yet be announced in the future because many
puzzles remain unsolved. Science is a search that never ends, and we
must be prepared for new and sometimes strange ideas. Any of these
could put the question of the origin of the universe in an entirely new
light. The seeming dogmatism of Copan and Craig is, thus, fundamentally alien to the scientiﬁc study of the origin of the universe.
Where does all the stuﬀ come from?
I will try to keep it simple. Total energies become a bit uncertain
in an expanding and accelerating open universe. Recall that the total
energy (E) of a system is comprised of its kinetic energy (T) and potential energy (V), so that E = T + V. The potential energy includes
the energy of all ﬁelds in the universe (such as gravitational energy,
stored in empty space), and the kinetic energy includes not only the
energy of motion of all galaxies but also the rest-mass energy of all
particles (E = mc2). Recall also that the potential energy is negative.
26. Brian Greene, The Fabric of the Cosmos: Space, Time, and the Texture of Reality
(New York: Knopf, 2004), chap. 12; Hawking, Universe in a Nutshell.
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Strangely, for the entire universe, it appears that these two enormous
quantities, T and V, are almost exactly equal but opposite in sign, so
their sum is very close to zero. Stated diﬀerently, energy for the grand
spectacle of creation—atoms, stars, and galaxies—is provided at the
expense of an increasingly large negative energy due to various ﬁelds
stored in empty space (the vacuum or the cosmological term). In a
ﬁnancial parallel, it is as if one could spend whatever one wanted by
going deeper and deeper into debt (so that the sum of the debts always
balanced the value of the stuﬀ), but without anyone being called to
account. We humans live in a very strange universe.
Let us look at the strange mixture. Stars, planets, trees, and humans are made of atoms, and atoms are made of protons, neutrons,
and electrons. We might expect the entire universe to be made of the
same stuﬀ. Astonishingly, it is not so. These particles constitute only
about 5 percent of the total mass of the universe. An additional 25
percent is comprised of what is called dark matter—matter that is not
seen but is detectible by its gravitational inﬂuence. Most of the universe, about 70 percent, is made of what scientists term dark energy,
whose nature is unknown but which is likely related to the energy of
the vacuum or Einstein’s cosmological term.
How is energy stored in a ﬁeld? Where is gravitational energy
stored? A stone lifted into the air, for example, has additional potential
energy that could be released as kinetic energy if the stone fell. Where
is the energy stored? Not in the stone. It is stored in the gravitational
ﬁeld—in empty space or the vacuum. Such a ﬁeld is not easy to visualize, but it might help to recall a magnetic ﬁeld, whose force we can
actually feel and whose energy is stored in space.
Astrophysicist Sir Martin Rees puts it this way:
It may seem counterintuitive that an entire universe at
least 10 billion light-years across (and probably spreading
far beyond our present horizon) can have emerged from an
inﬁnitesimal speck. What makes this possible is that, however much inﬂation occurs, the total net energy is zero. It is
as though the universe were making for itself a gravitational
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pit so deep that everything in it has a negative gravitational
energy exactly equal to its rest-mass energy (mc 2).²⁷
Perhaps surprisingly, the energy of the vacuum is negative, and it
exerts a negative pressure, with the result that the gravitational ﬁelds
(remember that energy exerts a gravitational force) are repulsive instead of attractive. This (outward) gravitational force pushes the expansion and inﬂation of the universe. It can be identiﬁed with the
cosmological term because it acts as an anti-gravity force. The combination of vacuum ﬂuctuations and inﬂation therefore provides a reason or cause for the big bang.
What is the heat death of the universe?
Energy always ﬂows from a region of higher temperature to one of
lower temperature. Applying this concept to the entire universe, scientists note that, as eons of time roll by, all bodies will reach the same
temperature, and all action, motion, and energy ﬂow will cease—a
process popularly called heat death. Copan and Craig claim that the
God of Mormonism, who is within the universe and subject to natural
law, might also perish (“a pitiable deity,” they chortle, p. 147).
From a human perspective, the future of the universe seems grim
indeed. Over billions of years, the remaining gas and dust in the Milky
Way Galaxy will be converted into stars. Over a period of tens of billions of years, the stars will eventually burn out. As the acceleration
of the universe continues, distant galaxies will disappear from view,
communication will be lost, and a dark, cold acceleration death or
heat death will occur.²⁸ No one can predict what will happen to intelligent life, but only a mighty eﬀort by a uniﬁed and righteous earthly
civilization could be expected to call down blessings from heaven to
extend our civilization. Or, perhaps something totally diﬀerent and
better is in store.
27. Rees, Before the Beginning, 169.
28. As emphasized, for example, by Fred Adams and Greg Laughlin in their book The
Five Ages of the Universe: Inside the Physics of Eternity (New York: Free Press, 1999).
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Interestingly, the increasing brightness of the sun, ignored by Copan and Craig, will present an even earlier peril. Here’s the story. Like
all stars, the sun is burning its nuclear fuel (converting hydrogen to
helium by nuclear fusion) and is on its way to become a red-giant star.
Over a few billion years, its outer layers will expand and cool (become
redder) and its total radiation will increase until it boils away earth’s
atmosphere and oceans. Eventually the sun will throw oﬀ about half
its mass to reveal an extremely hot, compact core and ﬂood the earth
with ultraviolet radiation. As the sun’s mass will then be less, the orbit
of the badly burned earth will increase in size until it is nearly as big as
the present orbit of Mars. Having no more nuclear fuel, the sun, over
billions of years, will radiate away its store of thermal energy, cool
down, and grow dim.
Assuming that we still exist as mortals by then, humans will face
the red-giant peril long before any eﬀects of the heat death. Survival
will require that we alter the evolution of the sun or ﬁnd a way to protect ourselves, perhaps by leaving the solar system. Clearly, either will
require enormous blessings from God as well as a united and righteous eﬀort far beyond anything we humans have yet produced.
What is a multiverse?
Consider a vast (endless) reservoir of vacuum energy (due to various ﬁelds, including gravitation), characterized by the appearance and
disappearance of virtual particles and waves. Call this the multiverse.
Tiny universes continually pop into existence, both from extant universes and from the multiverse. Most of these baby universes quickly
vanish again into the vast reservoir, but some inﬂate to enormous sizes.
Bubble universes do not interact with one another, and there is no way
for our observed universe to communicate with the rest of our bubble
universe. The astute reader will recognize the similarity between the
creation and evolution of universes in the multiverse and the creation
and evolution of galaxies in the universe in the steady-state theory.²⁹
29. Whimsical sketches of universes within a possible multiverse adorn the cover of
Adams, Our Living Multiverse.

COPAN, CRAIG, “CRAFTSMAN OR CREATOR?” (JOHNSON) • 303

New universes may form continually. “The process [of creating
universes by inﬂation] does not stop here [with our universe], but
goes on forever, producing an inﬁnite number of pocket universes at
an ever-increasing rate. A fractal pattern is created, meaning that the
sequence of false vacuum, pocket universe, and false vacuum is replicated on smaller and smaller scales. Thus, a region of false vacuum
does not produce merely one universe, but instead produces an inﬁnite number of universes!”³⁰ (A fractal pattern is one that reproduces
itself on all size scales—that is, a bit like a tree, where limbs branch oﬀ
a trunk, smaller limbs branch oﬀ these, and smaller limbs continue to
branch oﬀ. Mathematically, this process could continue indeﬁnitely.)
Since we cannot know of the existence of other bubble universes,
why should we believe in their existence? Although these theoretical predictions stand forever outside our ability to verify or falsify directly, the fact that other predictions of these same theories explain a
number of previously unexplained features of our own universe provides signiﬁcant support for them. (As the reader will see, cosmology
borders on metaphysics and seeks to answer very diﬃcult questions,
and, as already noted, incomplete answers to some questions may be
the best scientists can do.)
One of the coauthors of inﬂationary cosmology explains the vast
ramiﬁcations of this idea. “If inﬂation is correct, then the inﬂationary
mechanism is responsible for the creation of essentially all the matter and energy in the universe. The theory also implies that the observed universe is only a minute fraction of the entire universe, and
it strongly suggests that there are perhaps an inﬁnite number of other
universes that are completely disconnected from our own.”³¹
Universes that bubble up from the multiverse might diﬀer greatly
from ours in their force constants or natural laws. If so, most would
quickly disappear, and only a very few would have properties that allow
for the formation of atoms, stars, life, and intelligence. On the other
hand, other universes may be constrained by natural laws. Physicist
30. Guth, Inﬂationary Universe, 247, emphasis deleted.
31. Ibid., 15.
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Lee Smolin has speculated that new universes might pop up from black
holes, and the attributes (dimensions, natural laws, and force constants)
of a new universe might be similar to those of its mother universe. If
so, universes able to form black holes would acquire a selective advantage in the survival of the ﬁttest among universes. Most black holes are
formed from the collapse of giant stars, and giant stars imply natural
laws similar to those in our universe, where giant stars and sentient life
exist. Smolin’s far-out suggestion thus provides a mechanism for producing a large number of universes that are favorable to life, even intelligent life.³²
Do we live in a runaway universe?
For seventy years following Hubble’s discovery of the universal
expansion, scientists naturally assumed that the expansion was slowing down (decelerating) due to the combined gravitational attraction
of all galaxies. The speed of a stone thrown upward steadily decreases
until it stops and falls back down because we humans can’t throw it
with enough speed to escape the earth’s gravity. For decades, a central
question of cosmology was whether the universe would ever fall back
down. Would the universe recollapse into a big crunch or continue to
expand at a decreasing rate? Deﬁnitive measurements always seemed
just out of reach.
However, in late 1998 two diﬀerent teams of scientists reported
their results on the search for the deceleration of the universe through
observations of Type Ia supernovas—the (nuclear) explosions of gas
captured from giant stars by their white-dwarf companions—with the
Hubble Space Telescope. Since the explosion is triggered when a ﬁxed
amount of gas has been captured, all explosions release about the same
energy, and the supernovas are therefore all about the same brightness
(or can be corrected to be the same), and they are therefore good standard candles (objects of known brightness and therefore good distance
indicators). Astonishingly, the measurements showed that the univer32. Lee Smolin, The Life of the Cosmos (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997),
91–93; Greene, Fabric of the Cosmos, 369.
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sal expansion was now speeding up instead of slowing down! That is,
galaxies are ﬂying away from us with increasing speeds. It is as if a
stone thrown into the air sped up as it rose into the sky. Unless the carefully observed data are somehow wrong or an alternative explanation
can be found, these observations demonstrate a repulsive gravity that
is operating to cause the speedup. To be more speciﬁc, evidence from
supernovae and other observations indicates a slowing down during
the ﬁrst half of the life of the universe and a speeding up since then.
What existed before the big bang?
Twenty-ﬁve years ago physicists would not have asked that question because unanswerable questions are considered outside the realm
of science. Now, at least an idea of what might have preceded the big
bang is possible. This enormous change in attitude is seen in the fact
that Rees writes a book with the title Before the Beginning, Guth expresses his views in the citation at the beginning of this article, and
Adams titles a book Our Living Multiverse. Interesting as these ideas
are, however, let us admit they are only suggestive possibilities.
What could have existed before the big bang? (1) Although based
only on theoretical ideas, the multiverse is postulated to exist before
the big bang. While it is diﬃcult to imagine any direct evidence for
anything outside our universe, good theoretical reasons support a belief in such an overarching entity. With its hills and dales of quantum
mechanical energy (recall the energy topographical map), the multiverse appears to be (and to have always been) an endless background
of energy for whatever else exists. (2) Since there is no reason to imagine that ours is the ﬁrst bubble universe, a multitude of other bubble
universes as well as multitudes of failed universes might have existed
as well. Indeed, as noted above, some theories of inﬂation lead naturally to a continuous creation of universes. (3) Some believers would
add God to the list, and Latter-day Saints might also add the spirits
of mankind. (4) Is it conceivable that dimensions, natural laws, massenergy, and wave functions existed as well? How we wish we understood our magniﬁcent multiverse more thoroughly! (Readers should
note that our present knowledge and understanding of many of these
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points are rather primitive, and that these possibilities are only suggestions meant to stir thinking.)
How long is eternity?
Since the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints teaches the
eternity of human spirits, we brieﬂy discuss eternity within an expanding universe and its possible meanings for God and mankind. Words
such as beginning, end, eternal, endless, everlasting, and inﬁnite are so
freighted with various meanings that they should be carefully deﬁned
when used. For example, people speak of the “everlasting hills” even
though those hills have not always existed and are eroding away as others are being uplifted, and lovers always describe their passion as eternal. The words everlasting and eternal are often used in a poetic sense
and are not meant to be scientiﬁcally accurate. In many scriptures, writers are praising God, not giving hard information.
How long is eternity? Theologians can speculate forever, while scientists continue to provide a factual time line.
On the basis of both ancient and modern scripture, Latter-day
Saints teach that human beings existed in some real but spiritual form
before they were born into mortality. Joseph Smith declared: “There is
no such thing as immaterial matter. All spirit is matter” (D&C 131:7).
However, we know very little about the nature of spiritual matter,
how spirits interact with physical matter, or how spirits existed before
their entrance into human (mortal) bodies. The human spirit or intelligence is said to be coeternal with God; that is, it has existed for as
long as God has existed (see D&C 93:33–34). Likewise, the elements
(mass-energy) are said to have the same duration.
What does the key word eternal mean? There are several possibilities. (1) Eternal might simply mean “from here on.” After all, the future is enormously longer and more important than the past. (2) Eternal might mean “over the past 14 billion years and indeﬁnitely into
the future.” (3) Eternal might mean “from long before the big bang
and indeﬁnitely into the future.” All entities—physical or spiritual—
must logically either have existed (in some form) before the big bang
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or must have come into existence at or after the big bang. To exist
beyond a few billion years into the future, any entity must be able to
survive the red-giant stage of the sun and the bleak future of the universe. However, let us recall that Mormons are practical people who
are committed to their church doctrines because they provide practical solutions. Church teachings help us in our daily life as well as in
our long-range, spiritual perspectives, and they are optimistic about
our unknown future. Clearly we have much to learn from both science and revelation.
What can Latter-day Saint thinkers contribute to cosmology?
To scientists, the word cosmology includes everything visible, measurable, or detectable by any means, from the very smallest unit to the
entire universe and multiverse. This list includes the complete range of
entities—matter, energy, space, time, forces, laws, dimensions, and consciousness—and their interactions. Even such strange concepts as dark
matter, dark energy, the multiverse, and times before the big bang are
part of cosmology.
Theology is usually understood to describe the study of God and
spiritual matters. It includes ideas regarding the existence, attributes,
and actions of God(s), angels, and spirits, as well as their interactions
with each other and with humans. Theology also includes notions of
life before and after mortality, sin, redemption, atonement, salvation,
exaltation, judgment, and divine punishment. Christian theology also
includes the premortal existence, birth, ministry, redemption, cruciﬁxion, resurrection, and gloriﬁcation of Jesus. Religion includes theology but emphasizes laws for human behavior, both toward God and
toward others.
A Mormon cosmology ought to relate Latter-day Saint doctrines
of God, spirits, revelation, and resurrection to the physical world. All
truth must come together, but of course that will happen only in God’s
time. After we have understood and obeyed the commandments already given, we may receive more light. Clearly we have far to go.
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Despite writings by several Latter-day Saint authors (including
the groundbreaking book by Erich R. Paul,³³ a few other books and
articles,³⁴ contributions in the book Of Heaven and Earth,³⁵ and this
present article), no well-deﬁned ﬁeld of Latter-day Saint cosmology
exists. Perhaps our knowledge of the physical universe and of Latterday Saint theology will never be suﬃciently complete to allow it in this
life. Cosmology itself will likely never be complete. In the meantime,
let us be optimistic. The freedom to study, think, pray, experience, and
learn without rigid doctrinal guidelines is priceless. At the same time,
Latter-day Saint doctrines can greatly enrich the joy of the journey.
To some observers of Mormonism, including Copan and Craig,
Latter-day Saint doctrine occasionally seems ﬂuid or changeable
(pp. 148, 152). That is a common misunderstanding. Mormon doctrines are generally based upon broad principles with sources in the
Bible, other scriptures, and the statements of modern prophets. These
are suﬃcient for happiness, salvation, and exaltation. Most Latter-day
Saints—busy with homes, families, communities, temples, preaching
the gospel, and building the kingdom—have not seen the need for a
carefully thought-out or rational cosmology. Consequently, loose ends
may appear everywhere, and diﬀerent Latter-day Saint scholars may
express somewhat diﬀering views, naturally giving the appearance of
ﬂuidity.
Since Copan and Craig’s claim of creation from nothing—the
heart of their theology—depends on the standard big bang model,
they naturally ﬂail away at the views of Mormon writers who have
attempted to defend Latter-day Saint doctrines or explore other cosmologies. However, to reject the contributions by Latter-day Saint
33. Erich Robert Paul, Science, Religion, and Mormon Cosmology (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1992).
34. See David H. Bailey, “Scientiﬁc Foundations of Mormon Theology,” in The Search
for Harmony: Essays on Science and Mormonism, ed. Gene A. Sessions and Craig J. Oberg
(Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1993), 1–16; Duane E. Jeﬀery, “Seers, Savants, and Evolution: An Uneasy Interface,” Dialogue 34/1–2 (2001): 183–224, originally appearing in
Dialogue 8/3–4 (1974): 41–75.
35. David L. Clark, ed., Of Heaven and Earth: Reconciling Scientiﬁc Thought with LDS
Theology (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1998).
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scholars out of hand is misguided. Cosmological ideas expressed by
Latter-day Saint thinkers are perhaps best regarded as thoughtful
suggestions rather than deﬁnitive proclamations, and such thinking
should be encouraged. Like their fellow Christians, most Latter-day
Saints are likely unfamiliar with details of the big bang, and it does
not aﬀect their daily lives. Righteous living is very important to Latterday Saints, but theology is far less so.
A study presented by B. Kent Harrison and Eric Hirschmann at the
2002 meeting of the Mormon History Association reviewed Latter-day
Saint views on creation through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as stated in such sources as the Journal of Discourses.³⁶ While they
discussed the creation of the earth from preexisting matter, they said
practically nothing about the creation of the entire universe. Indeed,
the very concept of the universe, as we understand it, did not exist in the
nineteenth century. A Latter-day Saint cosmology as described above
did not exist.
Although Latter-day Saint thinkers are just beginning to establish
a true Mormon cosmology, which includes knowledge from science
and from divine revelation, we encourage that endeavor. Latter-day
Saint theology is as complete as is needed, and we believe that additional revelation will point the way ahead.
What is the relation between God, the universe, and natural law?
God is immensely powerful and glorious, but can his power and
glory be measured? Over what realm of space-time does God reign?
Where and when did God pass through mortality, receive a tangible
body, and then obtain resurrection and gloriﬁcation?
A fundamental cosmological problem is to relate an unchanging
God to an evolving universe having a beginning. Although this was
not the original reason, an approach taken by many Christians is
to place God outside the universe, where God remains distinct and
36. B. Kent Harrison and Eric W. Hirschmann, “Astronomy and Cosmology in Mormon Scripture and Thought” (paper presented at the meetings of the Mormon History
Association, Phoenix, AZ, 18 May 2002).
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isolated from the turmoil of the universe with its load of stars and
human beings. Since God is outside the universe and unchanging,
he is claimed to be spiritual and not material.
Copan and Craig seem almost to turn the argument around. They
state: “To explain the origin of the universe ex nihilo, such an ultramundane being [God], as the cause of space and time, must transcend
space and time and therefore exist atemporally and nonspatially, at
least sans the universe. This transcendent cause must therefore be
changeless and immaterial, since timelessness entails changelessness,
and changelessness implies immateriality. Such a cause must be beginningless and uncaused” (p. 145). It thus appears that Copan and
Craig take the existence of creation ex nihilo as the most fundamental theological “fact” and deduce the existence of an omnipotent and
unchangeable God as something required to carry out the task of creation from nothing.
While Latter-day Saint doctrines are genuinely biblical, they are
often elaborated more fully in distinctive Latter-day Saint scriptures
and in the teachings of modern Latter-day Saint prophets than they
are in the Bible itself.
1. In company with many religious believers, Latter-day Saints
believe that each human being has or is a spirit that, during this present (mortal) life, is associated with (“clothed with”) a material body.
2. Just as Jesus existed before his appearance in mortality, human spirits also enjoyed a premortal existence. Furthermore, the spirits of human beings are literal children of God, our Father in Heaven.
Humans and God are of the same family.
3. As Son of God, Jesus lived as a man on this earth, taught the
gospel, set a perfect example of service to God and his fellow humans,
took upon himself the sins of all mankind, was cruciﬁed, died, and
was physically resurrected and gloriﬁed by God, our Heavenly Father.
Jesus will naturally retain his resurrected and gloriﬁed body forever.
4. Because Jesus was resurrected, all humans will subsequently
be resurrected.
5. Humans can become godlike and should strive to do so. Jesus
taught and showed the only true way through obeying all God’s commandments and demonstrating charity toward all mankind.
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6. Jesus followed in the footsteps of his Father in Heaven, who,
eons ago, was resurrected and gloriﬁed and who retains his tangible
body of ﬂesh and bone and now governs worlds without number.
7. Because we are his children, God loves all humans, and he
commands, encourages, and guides people today through inspiration
and revelation.
Joseph Smith proposed the radical idea³⁷ as it was put into a poetic
form by President Lorenzo Snow: “As man now is, God once was: As
God now is, man may be.”³⁸ That is, human beings are of the same
family—which is to say that they are ontologically similar—and on
the same track through life and eternity as God, but that God is an
unfathomable distance ahead of us. God’s love for his children is so
great that they are his foremost concern, as magniﬁcently stated in a
scripture highly esteemed by Mormons: “For behold, this is my work
and my glory—to bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of
man” (Moses 1:39).
Summary
A fascinating concept, the big bang inspires questions of interest
to everyone, and I have therefore discussed it in considerable detail,
including observations on its aftermath, how it started, what existed
before it, and the future of the universe it created. The biblical story
of creation and the scientiﬁc story of the big bang appear to describe
completely diﬀerent events. Armed with this information, I pointed
out several defects in the attempt by evangelical scholars such as Copan and Craig to use scientiﬁc results (often outdated) to reinforce
their ideas of creation out of nothing and to poke fun at Latter-day
Saint theology.
To place the big bang in a larger context, I discussed modern ideas
of the strange quantum mechanics vacuum, and these ideas provide
37. See, for example, the King Follett discourse and Joseph Smith’s discourse on the
multiplicity of Gods, speciﬁcally Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, sel. Joseph Fielding Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1976), 345.
38. See Francis M. Gibbons, Lorenzo Snow: Spiritual Giant, Prophet of God (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1982), 29; and Eliza R. Snow, Biography and Family Record of Lorenzo
Snow (Salt Lake City: Deseret News, 1884), 46.
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an entirely new view of nothing, and creation from nothing, a doctrine
accepted by many Christians (including Copan and Craig) but rejected by many others, including Latter-day Saints. One of the strange
features of our universe is the existence of vast amounts of energy
in empty space or the vacuum. All the stuﬀ of the universe—stars,
galaxies, and us—apparently came from, and therefore increased, the
enormous (negative) energies of empty space, which now seems to be
pushing the acceleration of the universe.
The distant future of the universe appears gloomy in the extreme,
and this grim future will be made up close and personal for earthdwelling humans by the coming evolutionary changes of the sun as
its radiation makes earth uninhabitable. The future is unknown, but
much eﬀort and enormous blessings from God will be sorely needed
for humans to survive these challenges.
A full Latter-day Saint cosmology ought to bring together
Latter-day Saint theology and scientiﬁc knowledge of the physical
universe, but our knowledge of both is at present too scanty to create a cosmology. Through this article I hope to encourage Latter-day
Saint thinkers. At the same time there is a danger that steps toward
such a rational cosmology might be misperceived by some as genuine Latter-day Saint doctrine, which comes by divine revelation to
prophets and is accepted by common consent of the members.
Our magniﬁcent universe had a remarkable beginning as well as a
marvelous development that has, after fourteen billion years, brought
us to the present moment, where conscious and intelligent beings on
a blue planet can ponder and pray about such matters. Let’s enjoy the
incredible journey!

MORMONISM AS AN ECCLESIOLOGY
AND SYSTEM OF RELATEDNESS
Charles W. Nuckolls
Charles W. Nuckolls (PhD, University of Chicago) is a professor
in the Department of Anthropology at the University of Alabama
and is currently a visiting professor in the Department of
Anthropology at Brigham Young University.

D

ouglas Davies’s Introduction to Mormonism presents an overview
of the beliefs, doctrines, and opinions of Latter-day Saints (from
an outsider’s viewpoint) in relation to the church’s sacred texts, epics,
and revelations. However, the book is both more and less than the title
suggests. It is more because the author’s comparative theological perspective enables him to explore the special conﬁguration of ideas that
makes use by the Saints of familiar terms like salvation and repentance
distinctive against the backdrop of mainstream Christianity. Latterday Saints and other Christians often speak past each other despite an
ostensibly common vocabulary, giving rise to misunderstanding or
worse. Davies explains why, and this makes the book essential reading
for those interested in interfaith dialogue. The book is less than the
title suggests, however, because its overview is far from encompassing. Davies neglects to discuss Mormon social practices and customs,
kinship and family structures, and barely mentions church auxiliary
institutions despite their importance. Davies is, after all, a theologian,
and it shows. Thus he is able to ﬁnish the book while mentioning the
Relief Society only once.
Review of Douglas J. Davies. An Introduction to Mormonism. New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2003. vi + 277 pp., with index.
$65.00, hardcover; $22.99, paperback.
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The book is organized thematically, not historically, into nine
chapters dealing with topics as various as the relationship between
sacred text and prophetic revelation, the conquest of death, and the
diﬀerence between salvation and exaltation. Chapters are divided
into sections, usually no longer than a paragraph or two, in which the
author develops a point connected (sometimes loosely) to the theme.
This gives the book a choppy, encyclopedia-like style, as if the author
had taken a bunch of index cards scribbled with interesting ideas and
then shuﬄed them. In the chapter “Organization and Leaders,” for
example, Davies jumps from a discussion of presidential tenure to patriarchal blessings, to Joseph Smith’s ﬁrst vision, to Brigham Young’s
theology, and ﬁnally to missionary recruitment and training—all
within the space of six pages. No doubt the author understands why
he lumps all these issues together; but, unfortunately, he does not connect the dots, and this makes the book a frustrating experience for the
reader who expects an orderly progression of ideas.
Still, Davies exhibits analytical skill, as, for example, when he considers Latter-day Saint concepts of personhood. One Mormon concept
holds that the universe is populated by “intelligences,” reﬁned bits of
matter that cannot be created or made, only organized by God. Human
beings are intelligences in this sense. The other view starts from the
position of a self-revealing deity from whom humanity derived and to
whom people are responsible. Sometimes these concepts are not entirely
at ease with each other, Davies suggests, and this gives rise to confusion
when Latter-day Saints discuss (with others and among themselves)
the diﬀerences between “intelligence,” “spirit,” “soul,” and “self.” But
Davies also points out that the diverse discourses of personhood by the
Saints provoke further reﬁnement of central doctrinal elements: “intelligences” move from being some kind of general property of matter
to a capacity that comes increasingly under the control of “agency,” and
it is through an increase in agency that an ever-increasing intensity of
relationship can be experienced. The importance of what Davies calls
“relationality” is one of the book’s most important insights. He correctly infers that “eternal intelligence that was once co-existent with
God becomes increasingly related to God by being transformed into
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spirit children of God and then, through human birth, by becoming
obedient human children of God” (p. 89). Davies shows that diﬀerences in Latter-day Saint concepts of personhood are resolved by implicating them all in the development of relatedness.
Davies is surely correct in stressing the notion of relatedness. Ultimate salvation, in Mormon terms, is a corporate venture; it depends on
relationships to other people, especially those to whom one is “sealed.”
This is in contrast to the view now dominant in the West that when
it comes to human relationships, the individual decides how much
to become involved with others and in what way. As Davies puts it,
“the self is more relational than essential despite the ‘eternal’ nature of
the underlying ‘intelligence’ ” (p. 147). Mormonism thus inverts modernism’s popular “self-religion” by deﬁning the self as the interplay of
person and community. To me this has always suggested an interesting point of similarity between Mormonism and Confucianism, both
highly corporate (or “relational,” in Davies’s terms) religions in which
the development of the self is seen as one and the same with growing
social responsibilities. The diﬀerence lies in the importance Latterday Saint thought gives to agency.
The importance of agency in connection with a developing sense
of relatedness underpins the symbolic importance accorded the Garden of Gethsemane in Latter-day Saint thought. Elsewhere and in
other Christian traditions, one ﬁnds the garden scene relegated to a
footnote or considered mainly with reference to Judas’s betrayal. For
Mormons, however, Gethsemane is important because there Christ
takes upon himself the sins of the world, not as a passive sacriﬁce but
by an act of deliberate will. This emphasizes the importance of voluntary action and individual commitment—critical themes in Mormonism that make Gethsemane, as Davies puts it, “the quintessential
expression of agency, obedience, and goodness: the holy one who possesses agency, employs it obediently” (p. 155).
Davies is correct to note, however, that individual agency and
obedience to principle do not always coincide. “The relational view
of self when associated with the need for adherence to the principles
by which the universe operates produces a potential paradox, for the
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logic of relationships is not entirely coherent with the logic of adherence to principles” (p. 148). The one tends to emphasize love and trust
while the other emphasizes obligation and obedience. This is not, as
Davies says, simply a restatement of the Protestant division between
gospel and law because the Mormon dichotomy is not so much theorized as it is lived in the circumstances of everyday family life. There
is much in the congregational life of the church, in its ward meetings and auxiliary functions, that fosters aﬀection and mutual understanding. But there is also much in the formal rationale of temple rites
that signiﬁes obedience to invariant principles, whatever that might
mean for the individual. Whereas in other religions reconciling the
two might be the job of professional theologians, Mormonism invests
the family with this responsibility. It is, in a word, up to them to ﬁgure it out. This is a burden that is likely to increase, says Davies, as
greater importance is placed on the family as the primary corporate
unit within the church.
Davies concludes that Mormon theology is in eﬀect an ecclesiology—
that is, a church structure whose organizing principles take the place
of a formal philosophy developed by professional theologians. “Organization” looms large in Mormon thought. “A ‘Church’ was no afterthought, no accidental outcome of some personal religious experience
that simply happened to be accepted by others” (p. 118). Right from the
start, Joseph Smith set about to develop a structure whose hierarchical
relations would govern the corporate relationships that the new faith
deﬁned as essential ingredients in the plan of salvation. It should, therefore, not surprise anyone that early Mormon society took the form of a
theocracy. What is interesting, however, is how thoroughly the notion
of organization permeates Mormonism’s cosmology. The Book of Abraham, for example, speaks of gods who, at the beginning, “organized and
formed the heavens and the earth” (Abraham 4:27) and then organized
the growth of plants, the sun, moon, and everything ready for the moment when they would “organize” man in their own image. In Mormonism, all necessary bureaucratic functions are extensions of divine
activity and human responsibility, and not, as Davies puts it, “some irksome inevitability” (p. 116). Ecclesiastical organization is the dynamic
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matrix within which human agency develops itself in the network of
relations. Since Mormonism is sometimes criticized, from within and
without, for its extensive authority structures, Davies’s point deserves
special consideration by all who ponder the purpose of ecclesiastical
governance and priestly oversight.
Davies is at his best when he explores the connections among
Mormon beliefs and compares these to their counterparts in mainstream Christianity. The transition within Mormonism from a faith
concerned mostly with the second coming of Christ to one concerned
as much (if not more) with the future godhood of individual married
couples and their families has created a conceptual vocabulary not
easily translated in terms other Christian communities can understand, despite having many words in common, such as salvation and
even Christ. An Introduction to Mormonism will help to bridge the
gap, enabling people of good will on all sides to talk to each other. That
is a major contribution.
Davies is less eﬀective when he speculates on matters unrelated
to comparative theology, such as Joseph Smith’s psychological history
or the eﬀect grief over his younger brother’s death might have had on
the development of vicarious baptism. Mormon readers will also ﬁnd
peculiar the extensive treatment Davies gives to the Adam-God doctrine and the notion of blood atonement—important historical issues,
to be sure, but out of place in an introductory text whose primary
emphasis is elsewhere. One wishes Davies’s editors at Cambridge University Press had encouraged him to play to his strengths. Still, Davies
must be congratulated for providing us with an important overview
of Mormon thought and practice, in a work that might even deserve to
be ranked with Rex Cooper’s Promises Made to the Fathers or Marvin
Hill’s Quest for Refuge.

A COMPARATIVE EXERCISE
IN MORMON THEOLOGY
Walter E. A. van Beek
Walter E. A. van Beek (PhD, Utrecht University) is a professor in the
Department of Cultural Anthropology, Utrecht University, The Netherlands, and a research fellow at the African Studies Centre, Leiden.

D

ouglas Davies—a trained anthropologist, a professor of divinity at the University of Durham, and an ordained priest in the
Church of England—is rapidly becoming a main commentator on
Mormonism and, one might say, the main theologian of Mormonism. With his earlier work in 2000, he has given us a solidly grounded
analysis of what salvation means in Mormonism;¹ now he oﬀers a
comparative theological appraisal of the whole breadth of Mormon
theology. The title might be misleading for those not used to British
understatement or European academia. This is by no means an introduction to the gospel—it is an introduction in the classic European
sense, a synthesis of long involvement and good research with a scholarly argument supplementing thorough descriptions of the phenomenon, in this case Mormonism. It could easily be called a comparative
Christian theology of Mormonism, for that is what it actually is. In
1. Douglas J. Davies, The Mormon Culture of Salvation (Burlington, VT: Ashgate,
2000).
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this book a scholar of comparative religion, well schooled in the varieties of Christian theologies, analyzes the contributions of the restored church to this rich tapestry of deep and compassionate thinking about the relationship mankind has with the supernatural world
through Jesus Christ.
For those used to dismissing Mormonism out of hand, but also
for those Mormons who can only refer to the “sectarian” Christian
world around them, this is a novel approach; for those who have been
haunted too long by the artiﬁcial divide constructed by the discourse
on “the one and only true . . . ,” it is highly refreshing. Empathetic
analysis is, of course, the hallmark of the academic study of comparative religion: its ekdoche (meaning “putting between brackets,” i.e.,
studying without judgment) makes it possible to understand a religion one does not belong to but with which one has become familiar.
This is Davies’s goal, and he succeeds beautifully.
For various reasons, such a comparison—which is sometimes called
systematic theology in Protestant traditions—is quite rare. Theologians
are used to discussions, but mainly within their own religious traditions, and discussions with diﬀerent traditions are either shot through
with thorough misunderstandings (Davies gives a few examples of
structural misunderstandings between Latter-day Saints and evangelicals, who only think they speak the same language) or are written in the
idiom of “quaint and curious customs,” relegating the other theological
system to an anecdote without any existential weight. Here, Mormonism is neither the enemy nor a museum exhibit but a worthy topic for
a scholar of repute, an eﬀort to give Latter-day Saint faith a place in the
main debates and disputes that have ﬁred the history of Christianity
throughout the ages.
The book oﬀers an in-depth view of Mormon theology—its origin, development, various transformations, and eventual growth to
a “global” phenomenon. It is not primarily a historical approach, as
the fabric of ideas is the number one issue, but a historical approach is
part and parcel of the study of ideas. This is clear in the ﬁrst chapter,
where the roots of Mormonism are brieﬂy traced from three systems:
millenarianism, popular magic, and intellectual curiosity mixed with
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mysticism. From this, Davies outlines the main theological poles between which his argument develops: principles versus relations, cosmic oppositions and laws versus the attributes of the divine, all set
in the dynamics of a “moving faith” in which the Zion message is
retranslated from a particular geography to a global positioning and
from an adventist inspiration to a well-structured organization.
In chapter 2, dealing with prophets and texts, Mormonism is
placed squarely in the fundamental debate between Protestantism
and Catholicism, a position that helps to highlight the particular contributions of Latter-day Saint theology to general Christianity. And,
in the eyes of Davies, these are considerable, highly interesting, and
quite creative, though he eschews passing any judgment. The main debate in this chapter centers on authority, with the Mormon insistence
on prophetic authority counterbalancing both the tradition-oriented
Roman Catholic authority and the sola scriptura of the Reformation.
With the crucial notion of keys, Mormonism changes the relationship
between community and text through the authority of a prophet, not
only giving the text new roots but also adding new revelations. Davies
discusses the Book of Mormon at length in this light and rightly concludes: “It is this complex relationship between prophet and text that
makes the hermeneutic situation of Mormonism unlike that of other
contemporary Christian churches” (p. 64).
In the next chapter Davies discusses those issues that have always
dominated Christian theology: the nature of the Godhead, problems
of Christology, and the nature of mankind. He traces the strong insistence on the embodiment of God and the gradual emergence of Latterday Saint notions of the ultimate transformation of the human to the
divine, giving a crucial place to covenants, resurrection, and human
agency in this process of becoming gods. Here, as most Latter-day
Saints may be aware, Mormonism parts company with the majority
of Christendom, but the creativity of the Mormon position, the relationship of this particular theology to deﬁnitions of self and human
agency, probably oﬀer new insights for most of them.
The central Mormon message, according to Davies, centers on
death and atonement, the subject of his earlier book. The Latter-day
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Saint conquest of death has three faces: millenarianism, resurrection,
and the crucial Mormon notion of exaltation (including, evidently,
notions of plural marriage). Death is, of course, crucial in all Christian
churches, but the uniquely Mormon approach to death through priesthood ordinances, and especially the link with marriage, introduces new
elements in the generalized Christian message of immortality (which
is nowadays underplayed). This leads to new interpretations of atonement, the spirit world, the relationship with ancestors, and notions of
repentance and faith. For instance, in Mormon culture faith means
something quite diﬀerent from that in Protestant churches: for Latterday Saints faith is a motor for agency, a reason for doing things that follows from mere belief, a “mode of operation energizing anything that
is achieved” (p. 114). Faith is work, and thus the distinction between
the two—one of the topics for heated arguments during the Reformation—is conﬂated in Mormon theology.
Distinctive as well is the setting of atonement within an organization and the rooting of authority in a hierarchical structure, which not
only brings eternity within the authority of priesthood but also produces a communal identity otherwise unattainable. Here the ﬂamboyant history of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is highly
relevant, of course; starting in upstate New York, with “geographical
pauses at both Kirtland and Nauvoo . . . as staging posts to Utah”
(p. 120), the church in moving westwards transformed itself from a
millenarian, more or less “adventist” movement into something quite
diﬀerent: a temple-building corporate unity under central leadership.
In one of his few judgments, Davies writes: “With the greatest of good
fortune, as far as survival of the Church was concerned, Brigham
Young and not Sidney Rigdon prevailed in the leadership succession”
(p. 117). But, of course, though the Utah-based church is in large part
Brigham’s work, later developments—sketched more summarily—are
relevant as well: the short ﬂirtation with the United Order, the Negro ordination question (here Davies mentions “a strong theological
argument about why Negro males could not have the priesthood”
[p. 125], but I have to disagree, as I think the justiﬁcation on this one
has never been anything but ﬂimsy at best), and the correlation move-
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ment. Interested as he is in oppositions, Davies discusses the tensions
between the organizational structure and “narrative theology”—the
importance of speciﬁc events on which the restoration hinges, such as
the ﬁrst vision, the prophet’s mantle falling on Brigham Young, and,
more generally, the place of patriarchal blessings. Some of the tales are
canonized, some are not, but the combination of tales and structure is
shown to be a powerful one.
For many Christians today, the value of the message is measured
against the ethics it inspires, so a pivotal chapter treats ethics, atonement, and agency. For Latter-day Saints, “principles” and “doctrine”
are more commonly discussed than “ethics,” but the relational aspects
of LDS theology are clear: everyone depends on others for salvation
and exaltation. Both the notion of being a “people” and the deﬁnition
of one’s own agency as a capacity to choose the right and consequently
act upon this choice link the individual to his fellow seekers for salvation. But the relation to Christ is also crucial—within the speciﬁc
Latter-day Saint notion of Christ’s atonement, the cross is not the central feature but rather Christ’s experiences in Gethsemane. According
to Davies, this aspect is neglected in other churches, who all focus on
Golgotha; this leads to a diﬀerent place of suﬀering in the theology
of the atonement and places a much greater emphasis on the agency
of Christ, not as the passive victim of foul play and inverted Roman
justice but as the Son of God who proactively takes upon himself the
consequences of all human sin, all worldly evil. Now what does this
mean for Mormon ethics? Using the time-honored Weber thesis on
the relation of Calvinism to capitalism,² Davies shows that for Mormons too ethics means salvation in action but in a diﬀerent way: “The
Mormon ethic is typiﬁed by a dissonance between a ﬁrm belief that
endowments can guarantee exaltation but uncertainty as to whether
2. Weber argues that Calvinism has boosted the rise of early Protestantism. Through
the uncertainty of being chosen, Calvinists were urged toward a life of continuous activity, where daily work was also seen as a calling. Combined with frugality and a sober
lifestyle, this provided a powerful motor for economic enterprises, thus developing capitalism. See Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott
Parsons (London: HarperCollinsAcademic, 1992).
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one is properly fulﬁlling one’s vows and obligations to the highest degree” (p. 161). In short, Mormon theology oﬀers joy and hope, but has
one really earned it? Here, the notion of grace, so little discussed in
Mormon parlance, comes in, and as a religion student of Protestant
extraction, Davies is well qualiﬁed to discuss this in full.
Crucial in the author’s vision of Mormon theology is the diﬀerence between salvation and exaltation—the ﬁrst dependent on grace,
the second on works and covenants. This he links in the next chapters
with the development of the priesthood, with church organization,
and with family and marriage. Not only does the “priesthood of all
believers” ﬁnd a very creative expression in Mormonism, so do family links, patriarchal relations within and beyond the family, and—a
very Mormon teaching—marriage (that is, plural/temple marriage).
The discussion of the Mormon approach to grace, sin, and guilt that
follows is a must for all engaged in pastoral care in the church (which
is, in theory, everyone).
For Davies, the crux of the Latter-day Saint theory of salvation—
soteriology, in the parlance of comparative religion—is to be found in
temple rituals. Gradually he works toward the main point of the book:
Mormonism as a church has transformed the immediacy of the second coming into the mystic participation of members in the salvation
and exaltation of their fellow men and ancestors—transforming from
an adventist-like movement into a priesthood-endowed conquest of
death. The inﬂuence of ritual is absolutely essential. The historical roots
of Mormonism, from either the Puritan movement or Adventism, are
ritually poor, but Mormonism has created a plethora of ritual, even a
sacred geography of ritual, that is, in Davies’s eyes, the main medium
that transforms a passive waiting for the millennium into an organized
project of “supersalvation.” This was also a mechanism by which early
members replaced the many notions of their root churches with a fully
developed theology that rendered all other traditions redundant. The
history of Mormon theology parallels the history of its temples, which,
according to the author, also meant a movement from the content of
the Book of Mormon (which was largely Bible-oriented) toward the
teachings of the Doctrine and Covenants, from chapel to Latter-day
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temple. Baptisms for the dead, endowments, temple and plural marriages (the latter with its many subsequent changes), sealings, and second anointings all lead to a “post-Protestant priestly mystery-religion
that prepares devotees for apotheosis in the afterlife” (p. 218).
The last chapter traces the later developments and transformations of the church, with some attention to both the Reorganized
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (now known as the Community of Christ) and the fundamentalists (note the very diﬀerent use
of terminology here, compared to the habitual Protestant deﬁnition of
fundamentalism). The question of whether the Church of Jesus Christ
should be seen as a fundamentalist church—a question I treated about
the same time Davies did—is brieﬂy discussed.³ But for Davies the
Mormon experience lives in a “renewed theological charter for the
family and family life” (p. 238), coupled with a mission to the dead and
set in a framework of free agency. Davies then turns to the awkward
relation between Mormonism and mainstream Christianity, noting
the dilemma of a church that deﬁnes itself as co-Christian while deﬁning all others as redundant. Thus, the Latter-day Saint quest for
respect from other Christians is bound to fail; only the sheer increase
in numbers and the active presence of the Church of Jesus Christ on
the American scene make some recognition inevitable. But this global
church (a much better ﬁtting phrase than “world religion”) “is still an
extremely young institution that has many miles to travel, and many
vestures to change, before its vision of Zion is realized” (p. 254).
Of course, such an ambitious endeavor as this book calls for some
critical reactions as well, just as all scholarship does. Though Davies
mentions covenants and the role they play, in my view this element
could have received a more thorough treatment. The progression
from salvation to exaltation is given tangible form with covenants,
but the link between chapel and temple is also realized through covenants. Covenant making—both in the case of the clear covenants
3. Walter E. A. van Beek, “Pathways of Fundamentalisation: The Peculiar Case of
Mormonism,” in The Freedom to Do God’s Will: Religious Fundamentalism and Social
Change, ed. Gerrie ter Haar and James J. Busuttil (London: Routledge, 2003), 111–43.
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made at baptism (in the chapel) and of the covenants of the temple
endowment—is a theological part of individual and collective identity, and may thus, in a Lévi-Straussian way, mediate the opposition
between chapel and temple, forming a bridge between those two separate experiences. Of course, the immediacy of expectations of the second coming is mitigated and postponed, but not only by the introduction of temple rituals. The shifts in general conference discourse from
adventist and apocalyptic messages to more generalized Christian
and institutional messages have contributed to this as well, as have the
new vistas of church growth. And, after all, date setting and calculations were never a part of Latter-day Saint theology.
If the notion of covenant may bridge the chapel-temple divide, it
also highlights the relation of Latter-day Saint theology with one neglected aspect, the Old Testament. Indeed, the Book of Mormon
throughout has a New Testament ﬂavor, despite the inclusion of chapters from Isaiah, but that does not mean that the Old Testament plays a
limited role in LDS theology. Discourses on latter-day Israel, geographical connections, and relations with Judaism are highly relevant for the
formative phase of LDS theology; and, evidently, the whole concept of
plural marriage, the patriarchal order, and the temple itself as central
object—coupled with the Masonic inspiration—cannot be separated
from a fascination with the Old Testament. Also, this notion of covenant might have helped to deepen the somewhat cursory treatment of
the fundamentalist movement, where a further return to the Old Testament is clear and distinctive.
Finally, a comment on the notion of the creativity in Latter-day
Saint theology: Davies rightly notes that the era of theological creativity has ended in mainstream Mormonism and has been replaced by a
correlated deﬁnition of doctrine and a central insistence on unity. This
has not only ended the more freely speculative theology but has also
produced a shift from theology to doctrine and from an internal discourse on the scriptures toward one on the institutional church. Dominant in the narrative theology has become a discourse on truth—institutional truth, that is—which eﬀectively shields internal LDS discourse
from inﬂuences from abroad and from comparative endeavors such as

DAVIES, AN INTRODUCTION TO MORMONISM (VAN BEEK) • 327

Davies has performed. The Latter-day Saint deﬁnition of truth, then,
which used to be more inclusive in the formative phase, seems to bar
an internal theological debate, substituting for it exercises in doctrinal
clariﬁcation. On the other hand, this “truth”-centered discourse might
have moved Mormon theological debate out of the chapels and beyond
systematic theology into the realms of historical research and apologetics. For instance, the gradual change in Book of Mormon interpretation from an all-continent history toward a limited geography view is
neither the result of any revelation nor of General Authority discourse,
but of anthropological studies, for which, of course, John Sorenson has
been crucial. This change from religious to scholarly authority, after all,
is also a form of creativity. Yet, the tension between religious authority
and scholarship remains, and probably should remain.
In short, this book is not only a must for everyone who takes Mormon studies seriously, but also for anyone interested in Mormon theology, which—in theory—should be about twelve million people.

SWIMMING IN SYMBOLS
Ben Spackman
Ben Spackman (MA, University of Chicago) is a graduate
student in Near Eastern Languages and Civilizations
at the University of Chicago.

A

nyone who has attempted to read the Isaiah chapters of the Book
of Mormon, or the book of Revelation, can attest to the challenge
of understanding the scriptures. Peter himself thought that Paul had
written some things diﬃcult to understand (2 Peter 3:16). But Peter
had the advantage of being Paul’s contemporary, while we ﬁnd that
our distance from the text multiplies that challenge. The scriptures inhabit a foreign land and speak a foreign language.¹ Even the Doctrine
and Covenants, the “nearest” book of scripture for English-speaking
Saints, can prove problematic.²
1. At least two linguistic “layers” exist for members who rely solely upon the KJV for
understanding the Bible, the ﬁrst layer being the “original” Greek, Hebrew, or Aramaic
text, which is then translated into the second foreign “layer,” premodern English. In this
regard, members of non–English-speaking countries have an advantage in understanding the biblical text because the non-English Bible translations used by the church were
translated more recently than 1611. Consulting a more recent translation eliminates the
“layer” of archaic English. The best way around this linguistic barrier, as Joseph Smith
realized, is to study Greek and Hebrew.
2. For example, during my mission, I was surprised to ﬁnd a whole phrase inserted
into my French scriptures at Doctrine and Covenants 121:43: “avant qu’il ne soit trop

Review of Alonzo L. Gaskill. The Lost Language of Symbolism: An
Essential Guide for Recognizing and Interpreting Symbols of the Gospel. Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2003. xvii + 476 pp., with bibliography and indexes. $27.95.
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Serious students of the scriptures may appreciate a guide to accompany them on their voyage into the obscure jungles of the scriptures. Alonzo Gaskill, a PhD in biblical studies and formerly the LDS
institute director at Stanford University, presents some of his research
in The Lost Language of Symbolism.³ Written for the Latter-day Saint
nonscholar, the purpose of his book is twofold: to “(1) open the eyes
of those who feel frustrated when reading scripture or attending the
temple because of their lack of understanding and insight, and (2) help
satisfy the cravings of those who are curious about the meanings of
things symbolic” (p. xvi). Though I do not ﬁt his target audience and
have some criticisms, I ﬁnd that Gaskill largely succeeds in opening
the door to understanding common scriptural symbols.
Gaskill provides two excellent introductory chapters entitled
“Why Symbols?” and “The Art of Interpreting Symbols.” He then offers a typology of symbolism, each chapter dealing with a speciﬁc kind
of symbolism, including body parts, clothing, colors, numbers, directions, people, names, animals, and types and symbols of Christ. These
chapters resemble a dictionary that moves into interpretation and
application. Endnotes are plentiful and often cite multiple sources—
Catholic, Protestant, patristic, and Jewish, as well as Latter-day Saint
scholars and General Authorities. Gaskill also provides a scripture
index, a subject index, and a bibliography arranged into categories of
ancient sources, articles, and books. These provide the reader with
ample follow-up reading.
The introductory chapters constitute the most useful part of the
book because the principles discussed can be universally applied to
tard.” I consulted a good English dictionary and discovered that “betimes” can indeed
mean “before it is too late” as my French Doctrine and Covenants read. This phrase has
been revised in the newer French edition of the scriptures to read “en temps opportun”
or “at the opportune time.”
3. Alonzo Gaskill holds a PhD in biblical studies from Trinity Theological Seminary in Newburgh, Indiana. His doctoral dissertation, entitled “‘Touch Not the Unclean
Thing’: The Implications of Barnabian Kosher Typology for Biblical Exegesis,” focused on
the common practice in patristic, rabbinic, intertestamental, and New Testament literature of interpreting the Hebrew law of kashrut in a typological manner. In addition to his
doctorate, he also holds an MA in theology from the University of Notre Dame. Personal
communication from Alonzo Gaskill to author.
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scripture study. Gaskill introduces the reader to his deﬁnitions (an
important step), some technical terminology of symbolism, and rules
of responsible interpretation. He also points out some common scriptural pitfalls, such as proof-texting ⁴ and eisegesis.⁵
I wish to focus here on Gaskill’s “rules of responsible [scriptural]
interpretation” (pp. 18–22) and “pitfalls to avoid” (pp. 22–25) for three
reasons. First, parsimony. Second, they reveal Gaskill’s methods and
the means by which he has arrived at his interpretations in the rest of
the book. In essence, he is “showing his work.” Third, at least in theory
I agree with Gaskill’s hermeneutic. However, when it came to particular applications of those interpretive principles, I wondered how
we could think so diﬀerently. I perceived tension between some of his
principles and pitfalls and realized that most of my interpretive criticisms resulted from the diﬀerence between how we (he and I) resolve
that tension. Gaskill might consider me too restrictive (e.g., giving too
much emphasis to authorial intent), while I consider Gaskill a little too
broad (e.g., reading into the text things that may not belong there).
Gaskill’s Rules of Responsible Interpretation and Pitfalls to Avoid
“Rightly determine which elements of the verse under consideration
are meant to be interpreted as symbols” (p. 19).⁶ How does one determine whether something is literal or ﬁgurative and therefore what its
signiﬁcance might be? Gaskill suggests that when a passage makes no
literal or actual sense, we should consider symbolic meaning. However,
what makes no sense to later readers coming from diﬀerent cultural
and linguistic backgrounds may have made good sense to the original
audience. For example, Jeremiah 1:11–12 reads, “Moreover the word
of the Lord came unto me, saying, Jeremiah, what seest thou? And I
4. Proof-texting consists of taking a single passage out of context and giving it an
interpretation sometimes inconsistent with its context. This technique is rampant both
inside and outside the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
5. Eisegesis is reading meaning into the text, instead of drawing meaning out of it.
This necessitates close attention to context.
6. Since I am taking Gaskill’s rules out of order, I will set them oﬀ by italics. My
commentary follows each rule.
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said, I see a rod [or branch] of an almond tree. Then said the Lord unto
me, Thou hast well seen: for I will hasten my word to perform it.” An
Israelite would probably have understood, because Hebrew šāqēd, the
“almond tree” and šōqēd, “watching over” are nearly homophonous.
If the author deliberately employs such a device, something easily
understood by a contemporary, then it is not symbolic per se, but culturally encoded. Gaskill addresses this: “Study the meaning and origin
of the idioms employed” (p. 20). Such things are decoded by knowledge of the language and culture of the time period.
“Look beyond the symbol” (p. 19). That is, be aware of both its denotations and connotations, the “actual literal meaning” vs. “what our
minds associate with the symbol, the images, ideas, and values the
symbol stirs in us.”
“Consider what the scriptures or modern prophets teach regarding
the symbol” (p. 19). Sometimes the scriptures themselves oﬀer an interpretation, as with the angel in Nephi’s dream (1 Nephi 11–14).⁷
“Let the nature of the symbol help clarify its meaning” (p. 20). Gaskill
oﬀers the moon as an example. “The moon merely reﬂects the light of
the sun. Thus when John speaks of a celestial woman (the Church) with
the moon under her feet (see Revelation 12:1), it should be clear that the
moon symbolizes a weak or greatly diminished portion of light. Much
like the moon, nonrevealed religions reﬂect watered-down versions of
the fulness, in this case the fulness of gospel truths” (p. 20).
“Watch for a consistency in use of particular symbols” (p. 20). Gaskill suggests that we can learn about what a symbol means by looking at each occurrence, but he rightly cautions that the same symbol
can have diﬀerent meanings depending on the context. He reiterates
7. Note, however, that some of his dream is culturally encoded. Nephi quickly
makes the connection between the tree of life and Mary the mother of Jesus, probably
based on the common Canaanite-Israelite association of trees, life, and mothers. “The
representation, by a tree, of a divine consort bearing a divine child—to us a rather unexpected juxtaposition—was intelligible to Nephi because . . . such symbolism was familiar
to him.” Daniel C. Peterson, “Nephi and His Asherah: A Note on 1 Nephi 11:8–23,” in
Mormons, Scripture, and the Ancient World: Studies in Honor of John L. Sorenson, ed.
Davis Bitton (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998), 219. A shorter version of this paper is available
in Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 9/2 (2000): 16–25.
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similar caveats several times throughout—that the same object can
be ﬁgurative or literal, but if ﬁgurative, it may not consistently represent the same thing.⁸ A serpent would be one example. The serpent
in Genesis 3 traditionally represents Lucifer, while according to Helaman 8:14–15, the serpent of Numbers 21 represents Jesus.⁹
“Balance the interpretation of symbols with an overall knowledge of
gospel teachings” (p. 21). “Keep in mind that symbols do not reveal new
doctrines” (p. 25). “Avoid reading into a scriptural symbol or passage
something that the Lord or his prophet did not intend” (p. 22). “Be cautious not to limit a symbol” (p. 24). I treat these four together because
they are related. Symbols can have multiple meanings, and one meaning does not preclude another. However, reading between the lines,
Gaskill also seems to suggest that a symbol can lend itself to whatever meaning we can appropriately read into it, unless that reading
is contrary to prophetic interpretation or gospel sense. On the other
hand, the range of interpretation within the boundaries of orthodoxy
is quite broad. We are free to oﬀer alternative interpretations as long
as we are not dogmatic about them.¹⁰
“Use the footnotes, chapter headings, dictionary, and other study
aids provided in the standard works of the Church” (p. 21). These useful
aids have been added to the scriptural text with no claim of inspiration and can at times mislead the reader.¹¹ On the other hand, I have
8. “Pressing to ﬁnd symbolic meaning in every aspect of the life of a typological ﬁgure is to strain the type beyond its limits and to miss its true value and meaning” (p. 171).
“Obviously, not every reference to an outer garment or robe should be construed as being
laden with symbolic overtones of power or priesthood. Wicked or righteous, priesthood
holder or not, few in antiquity did not wear such robes” (p. 72). “Whereas a direction in
one passage may be laden with symbolic meaning and suggestions of authorial intent, in
another passage that same direction may well be meant quite literally” (p. 150).
9. See Andrew C. Skinner, “Serpent Symbols and Salvation in the Ancient Near East
and the Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 10/2 (2001): 42–55.
10. Gaskill recognizes this in practice. For example, he oﬀers interpretive suggestions explicitly diﬀering from President Joseph Fielding Smith and Elder Bruce R. McConkie (p. 276).
11. For example, the heading to Alma 11 reads in part, “Nephite coinage set forth.”
It is extremely unlikely that the text describes actual coinage, as opposed to weight measures. The scriptural text itself does not read “coins” or anything similar.
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found that many still “do not make use of the means the Lord has
provided for us” in studying the scriptures (Alma 60:21).
“Be attentive to linguistic issues” (p. 21). In other words, the King
James (or Authorized) Version is not always a reliable guide to what
the underlying Greek, Hebrew, or Aramaic means. The 1981 Latter-day
Saint version of the KJV tried to minimize this eﬀect by including in the
footnotes alternate translations of archaic or diﬃcult words. Another
way to get at the underlying meaning is to consult other translations.¹²
Or, as with Joseph Smith, one can remove the middleman by studying
ancient languages. Joseph recorded, “my soul delights in reading the
word of the Lord in the original, and I am determined to persue the
study of languages untill I shall become master of them.”¹³
“Don’t get too caught up in determining authorial awareness”
(pp. 21–22). That is, sometimes a prophet wrote under the inspiration of the Spirit without being aware of the full import of his words.
Certainly, an author’s intent is not the ﬁnal authority of what a text
“means.” I think it is important to recognize, as Gaskill does elsewhere, that a diﬀerence exists between what an author intended
(generally revealed by context, language, and the historical-critical
method), personal meaning (or reader response), and personal application. Indeed, Gaskill draws on 1 Nephi 19:23 and argues that personal application “is vital because the absence of application entirely
misses the point of why divinely inspired texts have been preserved.
The role of scripture to instruct and inspire presupposes our need to,
as Nephi said, ‘liken all scriptures unto us that it might be for our
proﬁt and learning’ ” (p. 18).
Gaskill seems at times to blur the line between a symbol’s meaning and its potential applications, between the interpretive and the
12. I ﬁnd the New International Version Study Bible and the New Revised Standard
Version helpful, though for understanding why the translator made a given word choice,
the New English Translation is incomparable (available at no cost online at www.bible
.org, it oﬀers over sixty thousand translator notes on the Old Testament, Apocrypha, and
New Testament, as well as beautiful satellite Bible maps; accessed 15 November 2004).
13. Dean C. Jessee, comp. and ed., The Personal Writings of Joseph Smith (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1984), 161, misspellings retained.
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hortatory or homiletic. In reading, I sometimes felt I gained insight
into a passage and other times felt that Gaskill was violating the rules
that he himself had set forth, seeing things that weren’t in the text, or
playing fast and loose with a symbol’s potential meaning in order to
make a point.
In his defense, I should note that Gaskill frequently oﬀers more
than one reading for a given text. Sometimes he anticipates my objections. For example, he presents several symbolic readings of Jesus’s
swaddling clothes in Luke 2. But if all newborns were wrapped in
swaddling clothes, why is it symbolic with Jesus? Gaskill responds that
I would not be “alone in the assumption that ‘swaddling clothes’ were
the common covering of most newborns of the era. However, the acclaimed biblical scholar Joseph Fitzmyer questions this. He queries, if
swaddling clothes were so common, why is this a sign to the shepherds
who would seek out the child?” (p. 347 n. 87). This is a good point.
However, the swaddling clothes alone do not constitute the sign. The
shepherds would ﬁnd the child both wrapped in swaddling clothes
and laid in a manger. The likelihood of both of those items happening
randomly is small. A toddler could conceivably climb into a feeding
trough, but a child wrapped tightly (as a newborn would be) could
only be placed there deliberately. What mother would place her newborn into the equivalent of a barnyard feeding trough? This is one place
where Gaskill (and, admittedly, Fitzmyer) see meaning that I do not.
“Avoid extremes” (p. 23). Of course, while some may enthusiastically read meaning into everything, others may refuse to ascribe
meaning to anything unless they can ﬁnd backing from the prophets.
Conclusion
Most of my concerns with this book arise because Gaskill sees
things one way and I another. However, these concerns do not lessen
the book’s value. Gaskill applies the methodologies he advocates and
takes a mature and nuanced approach to the scriptures throughout.
He consults other translations, original languages, and text-critical
tools. He cites sources and avoids proof-texting. He oﬀers analysis of
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and alternatives to the JST.¹⁴ For the most part, he refrains from attributing “modern meanings to ancient symbols” (p. 23). The depth
and breadth of research, as well as the general skill in presenting a
diﬃcult and nuanced subject, are frequently impressive. The Lost Language of Symbolism stands head and shoulders above many Latter-day
Saint books on the scriptures and should be read as an example of how
to study and interpret them.

14. Latter-day Saints may assume that the JST represents pure textual restoration.
However, historical evidence of the translation process seems to call for a more nuanced
view. See Kent P. Jackson and Peter M. Jasinski, “The Process of Inspired Translation:
Two Passages Translated Twice in the Joseph Smith Translation of the Bible,” BYU Studies 42/2 (2003): 35–64. Robert L. Millet argues that the JST represents inspired prophetic
commentary, harmonization of doctrinal concepts, and “a restoration of content material, ideas and events and sayings once recorded by the biblical authors but since deleted from the collection.” See Robert L. Millet, “Joseph Smith’s Translation of the Bible:
A Historical Overview,” in The Joseph Smith Translation: The Restoration of Plain and
Precious Things (Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1985), 43. Cf. Robert J. Matthews, “A Plainer Translation”: Joseph Smith’s Translation of the Bible, A History and
Commentary (Provo, UT: BYU Press, 1975).

I DON’T HAVE A TESTIMONY OF THE
HISTORY OF THE CHURCH
Davis Bitton
Davis Bitton (PhD, Princeton University) is a professor emeritus
of history at the University of Utah and a former assistant church
historian for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

I

don’t have a testimony of the history of the church. That is why I
can be a historian and also a believing Latter-day Saint. I will expand on this idea, but ﬁrst let me address some related questions.

Do all well-informed historians become anti-Mormons?
The critics would have you believe that they are disinterested pursuers of the truth. There they were, minding their own business, going
about their conscientious study of church history and—shock and dismay!—they came across this (whatever this is) that blew them away. As
hurtful as it is for them, they can no longer believe in the church and,
out of love for you, they now want to help you see the light of day.
Let’s get one thing clear. There is nothing in church history that
leads inevitably to the conclusion that the church is false. There is
nothing that requires the conclusion that Joseph Smith was a fraud.
How can I say this with such conﬁdence? For the simple reason that
the Latter-day Saint historians who know the most about our church
history have been and are faithful, committed members of the church.
More precisely, there are faithful Latter-day Saint historians who
Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Foundation for Apologetic Information
and Research (FAIR), Sandy, Utah, 5 August 2004 (see www.fair-lds.org). Used by permission. Also published in Meridian Magazine Online (see www.ldsmag.com). Used by
permission. Copyright 2004 Davis Bitton.
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know as much about this subject as any anti-Mormon or anyone who
writes on the subject from an outside perspective. In fact, with few
exceptions, they know much, much more. They have not been blown
away. They have not gnashed their teeth and abandoned their faith.
To repeat, they have found nothing that forces the extreme conclusion
our enemies like to promote.
We need to reject the simpleminded, inaccurate picture that divides
people into two classes. On the one hand, according to our enemies, are
the sincere seekers of truth, full of goodness and charity. On the other
hand, in the critics’ view, stand the ignorant Mormons. Even faithful
Mormon scholars must be ignorant. Otherwise they are dishonest,
playing their part in the conspiracy to deceive their people. This is the
anti-Mormon view of the situation.
Can we see how ridiculous this picture is? It is a travesty on both
sides. Many Latter-day Saints may not know their history in depth,
but some of them know a good deal. As for Latter-day Saint scholars,
as a group they compare favorably with any similar group of historians. It will not do to charge them with being dishonest. I happen
to know most of them and have no hesitation in rejecting a smear of
their character.
On the other hand, your typical anti-Mormon is no disinterested
pursuer of the truth. If you are confronted with a “problem,” some kind
of “non–faith-promoting” take on church history, the chances are that
your willing helper can lay no claim to having done any signiﬁcant research in Mormon history. Oblivious to the primary sources, unread in
the journal literature, the critic has picked up the nugget from previous
anti-Mormon writers and oﬀers it as though it were a fresh discovery.
Most of the time it is anything but new—it is a stock item in a litany of
anti-Mormon claims that serves their purpose. It is a broken record.
Why does the charge accomplish anything? Because they don’t
tell you how stale it is and of course will not let you know where to
ﬁnd the answers that have already been provided. To you the charge
is new, or may be new. Falling into the trap, you think you have been
deceived by the church—after all, here is something that appears to be
seriously damaging to the restored gospel. Like peddlers of snake oil
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from time immemorial, the critic is willing to take full advantage of
the situation.
How many historians who are deeply familiar with the sources on
Mormon origins still ﬁnd it possible to remain in the fold? We might
start with names like Richard L. Bushman, James B. Allen, Glen M.
Leonard, Richard Lloyd Anderson, Larry C. Porter, Milton V. Backman, Dean C. Jessee, and Ronald W. Walker, all of whom are thoroughly familiar with the issues and sources. Joining their ranks are
younger historians like Steven Harper and Mark Ashurst-McGee. I
oﬀer just a sampling of faithful, knowledgeable historians.
I do not claim that all who study Mormon history are believing
Latter-day Saints. That would be patently absurd. From the beginning,
disbelieving historians have written accounts of the events. There
have also been historians like Hubert Howe Bancroft who simply put
the truth question on the shelf. No one denies that such approaches
are possible. But there is also a long tradition of important work by
Latter-day Saint scholars. In other words, those who know the most
about Mormon history do not simply and inevitably join the ranks
of disbelievers and Mormon-haters. It is quite possible, apparently, to
know a great deal about Mormon history and still be a practicing,
believing Latter-day Saint.
Why do I spend time insisting on this simple, obvious fact? Because our opponents want to leave the opposite impression. And because for many Latter-day Saints it is suﬃcient to know that faithful
historians who are thoroughly familiar with the issues do not accept
the interpretations and conclusions of the would-be destroyers of
faith. I have not entered the argument over any of the speciﬁc issues.
My point is simpler than that: Competent historians who have devoted
many years of study to the issues have not felt compelled to abandon
their faith in the restored gospel.
Are our expectations realistic?
May I reminisce just a little? The year was 1979. Leonard Arrington
and I had just published a one-volume history of the church entitled
The Mormon Experience: A History of the Latter-day Saints. The story
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behind the story is that this work was intended primarily for the nonMormon audience. To reach that audience we had to have a national
publisher. But neither Alfred Knopf nor any other publisher of the
same stature would, we realized, allow us to publish a propaganda
tract for the church. Further, to communicate with a general reading audience, we had to use terminology that would be understood,
meaning that we had to avoid in-house terms and expressions that
would be more appropriate for our manuals and other books written
for church members.
To pass muster with our publisher, we could not write history that
would be too triumphalist or celebratory. We knew we were walking
a narrow line. Some church members may not have liked our book.
On the other hand, we were quite surprised, but of course pleased, to
ﬁnd out that our book even led to some conversions—or, more exactly,
provoked the interest and the openness that allowed a conversion to
occur. I will never forget how jubilant we felt one day when we received the report from our publisher that The Mormon Experience had
been ordered by six hundred diﬀerent libraries.
During that euphoric time, Leonard and I attended autograph
parties, were interviewed, and gave quite a few talks. In an interview
for Sunstone, we were asked to describe the relationship between faith
and history. Here is Leonard Arrington’s response:
I have never felt any conﬂict between maintaining my
faith and writing historical truth. If one sticks to historical
truth that shouldn’t damage his faith in any way. The Lord
doesn’t require us to believe anything that’s untrue. My long
interest in Mormon history (I’ve been working in it for 33
years) has only served to build my testimony of the gospel
and I ﬁnd the same thing happening to other Latter-day Saint
historians as well.
My own answer went like this:
What’s potentially damaging or challenging to faith depends entirely, I think, on one’s expectations, and not necessarily history. Any kind of experience can be shattering to
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faith if the expectation is such that one is not prepared for the
experience. . . . A person can be converted to the Church in a
distant part of the globe and have great pictures of Salt Lake
City, the temple looming large in the center of the city. Here
we have our home teaching in nice little blocks and we all go
to church on Sunday, they believe. It won’t take very many
hours or days before the reality of experiencing Salt Lake City
can be devastating to a person with those expectations. The
problem is not the religion; the problem is the incongruity
between the expectation and the reality.
History is similar. One moves into the land of history,
so to speak, and ﬁnds shattering incongruities which can be
devastating to faith. But the problem is with the expectation,
not with the history. One of the jobs of the historians and of
educators in the Church, who teach people growing up in the
Church and people coming into the Church, is to try to see
to it that expectations are realistic. The Lord does not expect
us to believe lies. We believe in being honest and true, as well
as chaste and benevolent. My experience, like that of Leonard, has not been one of having my faith destroyed. I think
my faith has changed and deepened and become richer and
more consistent with the complexities of human experience.
. . . Perhaps the only answer to a question about faith and history is to say that we are examples of people who know a fair
amount about Mormon history and still have strong testimonies of the gospel.¹
We Latter-day Saints must have realistic expectations. That is true
at many points in life—in choosing a profession, in entering a marriage, in joining an athletic team, in moving to a new location.
Think not when you gather to Zion,
Your troubles and trials are through,
That nothing but comfort and pleasure
1. “An Interview with Leonard Arrington and Davis Bitton,” Sunstone, July–August
1979, 41.
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Are waiting in Zion for you.
No, no, ’tis designed as a furnace,
All substance, all textures to try,
To burn all the “wood, hay, and stubble,”
The gold from the dross purify.²
When Eliza R. Snow penned those words, they were good advice for the emigrants leaving Europe to join the Saints in the West.
Similar counsel is sometimes needed by students of our Latter-day
Saint history. “Think not when ye study church history,” we might
sing, “that everyone was always smiling, that the women were always
dressed in freshly laundered, starched pinafores, that the men spoke
softly, grammatically, and always politely, or that the children were
well-mannered angels.” Think not! In other words, get real!
I suppose this is a message to those church members who have
such tender eyes and ears that the real history of real people comes as
a shock. “Oh, no,” they whine. “This can’t be true.” Or, quick to judge,
they attack the historian, accusing him or her of lacking spirituality
or coveting the praise of the world. My message in many such cases is,
“Please! Don’t speak until you know what you are talking about.”
Let me tell you about a thought experiment I use. I approach an
episode of church history or skim over it so that I know the approximate contours. I then ask myself three questions. First, what is the
minimum I must ﬁnd here if it is to be consistent with the truth of the
restoration of the gospel? Very often the answer is blank because that
large issue is simply unaﬀected.
Second, what, from the point of view of a believing Latter-day Saint,
is the worst thing I could ﬁnd? Here I let my mind run free—I pull all
the stops. For example, to fake the ﬁrst vision Joseph Smith could have
planned out ahead of time just what he wanted his family to think. So
he goes into the woods. He waits a certain interval of time. Then, pretending and acting, he rushes home and acts like he has seen a vision.
A second example is the meetings in the Kirtland Temple just prior to
its dedication. In my imagination, someone came in with a plentiful
2. “Think Not When You Gather to Zion,” Hymns (1948), no. 21.
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supply of hard liquor. Everyone there had a drink and then another and
then another. Soon they were feeling no pain. Some started singing in
nonsense syllables. Others, unable to walk a straight line, said things
like, “I can top that. What I see is angels swooping around the room.”
And so on. I imagine the whole scene as a ridiculous drunken spree. It
is the worst-case-scenario approach.
I am now prepared for my third question: What do I actually ﬁnd
when I consider the evidence? I can say that never do the events match
the worst-case scenario or even come close. My imagination had prepared me to face the music, if you will, and to reveal behavior that was
not all perfectly pious. But every time I go through this exercise, I end
up with the same conclusion. Yes, there were diﬀerent personalities,
mistakes were made, and so on. But there is nothing here so disabling
that I must collapse in a swoon with the certain knowledge that Mormonism is rotten, bad, false, or lacking in authenticity.
Of what do you have a testimony?
A number of years ago, I was asked to speak to a combined priesthood group in the Federal Heights Ward. At the conclusion of my remarks, someone asked the following question: “What eﬀect has your
extensive study of church history had on your testimony?” I wasn’t
really prepared for the question. The ﬁrst words out of my mouth were,
“I never had a testimony of church history. My testimony is in the gospel of Jesus Christ.”
Let me anticipate a question that is bound to occur to some. Are
there not some historical events that are essential to the restoration?
How, in other words, can I be indiﬀerent to the following claims?
1. Joseph Smith had a vision in the Sacred Grove.
2. Metal plates were found, kept in his possession for a period of
time, shown to witnesses, and translated.
3. Heavenly beings restored keys and priesthood authority.
4. Many spiritual manifestations occurred at the dedication of
the Kirtland Temple.
The list could be lengthened, but I will stop with these. These are
“historical” events, events that occurred in historical time. But not
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a single one of them is subject to proof or disproof by historians. If I
have a testimony of these events, it is not because of my advanced historical training or many years of delving in the primary documents
of church history.
David E. Miller, my friend and colleague at the University of Utah,
taught Utah history for many years. In a popular course, after summarizing the ﬁrst vision, he would say, “Now you can’t prove things
like this by historical evidence. You also can’t disprove them.” Bearing no testimony but also using no ridicule, Professor Miller noted
what Joseph Smith said and then moved on to follow the history of the
people who accepted the Prophet’s leadership.
Short of being present during these transcendent manifestations—
and, let us say, recording them with a camcorder—all we can do is
quote what people said about them. If we Latter-day Saints have a testimony of their historicity, it is not because of the kind of evidence
that would stand up in a courtroom. It is because we believe other witnesses. It is because we have our own spiritual conﬁrmation. We are
not required to let historians determine for us what we will believe.
When I say I don’t have a testimony of church history, I mean that
the gospel of Jesus Christ is not subject to scrutiny by the feeble tools
of the historian. The creation, the fall, the redemption, the “merciful
plan of the great Creator” (2 Nephi 9:6)—all of these are simply not
subject to proof or disproof by looking over old documents.
On the other hand, the people who believed and accepted those
doctrines are proper subjects for historical inquiry. In their achievements and failures, their high points and low, their trials and triumphs,
in all the “crooked timber” of their humanity,³ these are imperfect
people on the Lord’s errand. They stumble and fall, they complain and
lose their tempers, they become discouraged, they sometimes abandon ship. No one ever said that the history of the church was the history of perfect people. In fact, the church, as I understand it, is for “the
perfecting of the saints” (Ephesians 4:12).
3. See Isaiah Berlin, The Crooked Timber of Humanity: Chapters in the History of
Ideas (London: Murray, 1990).
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What was the religion they had subscribed to? If the Latter-day
Saints in 1840 or 1870 or 1950 or 2004 were instructed to lie, cheat,
and steal, to be thoroughly bad people, let’s hear about it. Such a case
cannot be made by any fair-minded investigator, but I don’t doubt for
a minute that those capable of making disgraceful, libelous “documentaries” like The God Makers would like people to believe the worst
of the Mormons. The makers, promoters, and distributors of such
scandalous misrepresentations are possessed of a spirit—but it is not
the spirit of fairness, not the spirit of charity, not the spirit of truth.
Consider the inexhaustible resource of material unscrupulous
anti-Mormons can draw upon from seventeen decades of church history. With people joining the church from diﬀerent backgrounds and
with the human diﬀerences that inevitably manifest themselves, there
will be examples of just about everything. You want a Mormon who
was a thief? An embezzler? A grave robber? You want a Mormon who
was not always in perfect control of his life and who made mistakes?
That’s too easy. As J. Golden Kimball might have said, “Hell, we can
come up with cross-dressers, plagiarists, and forgers, and if you need
someone who can recite the Protocols of Zion while hanging from his
knees on a ﬂying trapeze, we can probably oblige you.”
Dipping into this huge reservoir of human beings, plucking examples that suit their purpose, anti-Mormons delight audiences already
disposed to viewing Mormons as strange, unenlightened people. Their
job is to make Mormons and their religion appear ridiculous and evil.
Your dedicated anti-Mormon has a repertoire of horror stories. If
we think of our critic as an escapee from the reportorial staﬀ of the
National Enquirer, we may be on the right track. First, we cannot be
at all sure that the allegation is true. Think of ﬂying saucers landing
on the Church Oﬃce Building but seen only by one highly favored
witness. Even if the negative incident can be substantiated, our critic
studiously avoids addressing the question of how representative it is.
The Laﬀerty brothers on death row in the Utah State Penitentiary are,
according to some, typical Mormons. The critic may make the argument less ridiculous by saying, “Yes, they are extreme, but they show
what Mormonism can lead to!”
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Does it occur to critics who revel in this material and the readers
who chortle with delight as they read it that their own group might
not emerge spotless if studied through the worst possible examples?
I do not have a testimony of the history of the church. In making this
declaration, I have no need to deny that our church history is peopled
with many inspiring individuals. What they preached and taught can be
studied. In the course of enhancing my historical understanding I often
ﬁnd reinforcement for my faith. But I uncouple the two—testimony and
history. I leave ample room for human perversity. I am not wed to any
single, simple version of the past. I leave room for new information and
new interpretations. My testimony is not dependent on scholars. My
testimony of the eternal gospel does not hang in the balance.
One thing such a distinction does for me is to disencumber me
from a crippling sense of the kind of history I must write. I can tell it
as it is. More precisely, since none of us believes in completely “objective” reporting, I can give my best eﬀort at presenting what I ﬁnd. I
don’t have to be running scared all the time, fearful that I may say or
quote something that will shake up a struggling member or a new
convert. I won’t take delight in aﬀronting them. But I should be able
to study my subject and give my best eﬀort in understanding the personalities and the events.
So I studied the colonization of the Little Colorado in 1876. Leader
of the colonists was Lot Smith, a veteran of the Utah War. Tough and
strong in his leadership, Lot Smith did not please everyone. He was
no namby-pamby. But my history reports what I discover, trying to be
fair to all. For, you see, I don’t have a testimony of church history.
I study marriage among the Mormons in the second half of the
nineteenth century. Was there more polygamy than I had been led to
believe? So be it. I report what the best evidence supports. Were there
more than a few examples of unhappy plural wives and more divorces
than we realized? So be it. I report what I ﬁnd. I don’t lean all the way
in the other direction, mind you, but I report what I ﬁnd. For, you see,
I don’t have a testimony of church history.
Did many of Joseph Smith’s neighbors sign aﬃdavits describing
him in unfavorable terms? Well, so be it. I report that fact. In or-
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der properly to evaluate these, I consider the agenda of the man who
gathered them, compiled them, and often wrote them for the signature of people. I certainly weigh into the balance the testimony of
others who describe Joseph in very diﬀerent terms. I am trying to get
at the truth here, or as close to it as I can. But I don’t have a testimony
of church history.
What kind of history do we need?
For practically all the questions that seem to trouble people or that
are used in an eﬀort to dislodge members from their faith, satisfactory
answers are available for the sincere truth seeker. The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints has a number of informed, articulate defenders. I commend those who have entered the fray.
In many instances, the answers they provide are decisive, leaving
the critic without a leg to stand on. There is always work to do—new
questions arise and some require answers more profound than what
the initial defenders came up with. But obviously we are not tonguetied and helpless. The hope of the detractors, of course, is that they
will reach people who are unaware of what the defenders have already
made available. Sadly, when much of the population is made up of
nonreaders, a well-placed ﬁery dart of the adversary might be fatal.
When I was in graduate school, one of our seminars included a
unit on the Counter-Reformation, or the Catholic Reformation, of the
sixteenth century. For over thirty years of university teaching, I introduced undergraduate and graduate students to the subject. I am conﬁdent my students will agree that our approach was fair, for we tried
to understand this complex subject from within, allowing those who
participated in it to speak for themselves. I used this same perspective
in the study of a variety of subjects. Would that those who teach and
study the history of Mormonism would do the same.
As an undergraduate, I had read a reasonably good chapter in a
standard textbook, where the Counter-Reformation was pretty much
depicted as a belated response to the Protestant challenge. Some of
its manifestations—the rise of the Jesuits, the Council of Trent, even
the lamentable massacre of St. Bartholomew’s Eve in France—could
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easily be interpreted as further evidence of the corruption of Roman
Catholicism. The old Protestant historiography did this.
The popes were often presented as the “bad guys” of Christian history. Names like Alexander VI, Julius II, and Leo X were well-known
symbols of the immorality, corruption, and worldliness of the Renaissance papacy. In connection with my graduate seminar, I read Leopold von Ranke’s three-volume history of the popes.⁴ On one level,
it was an instructive example of the use of newly available sources
such as the relazioni of the Venetian ambassadors. “Hmm,” I thought.
“Maybe things are not as simple as I had thought.”
I also read several volumes in Ludwig von Pastor’s History of the
Popes, a huge work in eighteen volumes, the product of a lifetime of
research and writing.⁵ Pastor’s History of the Popes was a real eyeopener. I will not make the mistake of describing this work as “objective.” Pastor uses internal church documents to describe in detail the
successive challenges confronted by the popes, the letters and reports
they had to go on, the urging of diﬀerent advisors, sometimes the false
starts and backtracking of papal policy.
Studied in this way, some popes were good, some were bad, and
most were somewhere in between. Most were doing the best they
could under the circumstances. The closer one gets to their minds,
through careful scrutiny of the documents available to them and the
letters and speeches that came from them, the less one is inclined to
defame them. Studied in this way, the popes simply cannot be credibly
portrayed in the cartoonlike terms of their adversaries. I don’t recommend Pastor as the last word, but his great history is still instructive
and must be studied by anyone presuming to treat the subject.⁶
4. Leopold von Ranke, The History of the Popes, Their Church and State and Especially of Their Conﬂicts with Protestantism in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,
trans. E. Foster (London: Bohn, 1853–56).
5. Ludwig von Pastor, History of the Popes, from the Close of the Middle Ages (London: Hodges, 1891–1953).
6. A more recent example of approaching the subject sympathetically is Eamon
Duﬀy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England c. 1400–c. 1580 (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992).
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Conclusion
History that neither defames nor hides defects is the kind of
history—or at least one kind of history—we need in the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints. Having read many diaries and minutes of
meetings, as well as letters and reports on which decisions were based,
I can conﬁdently say that such history, in addition to being closer to the
reality of actual experience, enhances appreciation for the dedicated,
sincere men and women who made decisions and moved the work
along. You don’t have to agree with them, you don’t have to consider
them inspired or vested with God’s authority. That is a separate question. But in the face of such history you simply cannot portray them
as evil or as simpletons. Since all history is aﬀected to one degree or
another by the faith position of the historian, I rejoice when any topic is
treated by someone who is both a believer and a good historian. Ideally,
the result will be so conscientious, so willing to face the facts and to
consider the complexity of the events, that the resulting article or book
will command attention. Let me say that I also welcome non-Mormon
historians and will praise their works when they deserve it.
Consider a current example. The Mountain Meadows Massacre of
1857 has been a cause célèbre for anti-Mormons ever since. They love
to describe the event in excruciating detail, conveying the impression that this is Mormonism, pure and simple. Instead of the smiling,
clean-cut young people with name tags, you see, the real Mormonism,
lurking behind the facade, is the massacre and other events like it. So
the anti-Mormons would have you believe: that is the subtext of the repeated tellings of the event by critics of the church. The anti-Mormon
writer is not satisﬁed with describing the event. The horrifying group
murder is used as a foundation for larger conclusions—the perﬁdy of
Brigham Young, the intrinsic cruelty of the Mormon religion, the depravity of its doctrines, or, as with Jon Krakauer’s recent book,⁷ the
narrowness, self-righteousness, and violence of all religion.
7. Jon Krakauer, Under the Banner of Heaven: A Story of a Violent Faith (New York:
Doubleday, 2003), reviewed by Craig L. Foster in the FARMS Review 16/1 (2004): 149–74.
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How should the faithful Latter-day Saint respond? I think it is
perfectly permissible for a Latter-day Saint to say, “I don’t know anything about that. What I do know is that it is not part of my religion. I
have never heard it defended or advocated. I do not have a testimony
of the Mountain Meadows Massacre.”
But we are talking about what historians can do. The best response to bad history, it has been said, is good history. More than a
half century ago, Juanita Brooks wrote one such work.⁸ During the
past two or three years, new attackers have entered the fray, recounting the events in all their horror but laying the responsibility squarely
on Brigham Young. Individuals of means subsidize works of this kind,
and, not surprisingly, there is an audience out there ready to read and
publicize. In response to the recent books, reviews have been written,
some of them with penetrating criticisms dealing with core legal and
methodological issues.
But in addition to book reviews in the scholarly journals, three
historians have undertaken an exhaustive study. Richard Turley, Ronald Walker, and Glen Leonard are in the ﬁnal stages of preparing a
book that will be thorough, using more sources than anyone else has.⁹
It will be comparative. It will place the event in its wartime context.
It will be the book that anyone who presumes to write on the subject
simply must come to grips with. Bad history will be shown for what it
is by superior history.
Is this not a model? One can think of a series of controversial and
problematical episodes in our church history. With newly available
sources, with fresh questions, they are ripe for reexamination. This
is not an exciting, original idea that no one else has ever thought of.
Some articles and books have already done what needs to be done. But
there is much yet to do.
We can be sure our opponents will not cease to mine Mormon history for anything negative they can use. If many Latter-day Saints simply
8. Juanita Brooks, The Mountain Meadows Massacre (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1950; 2nd ed., 1962).
9. The working title for the book is Tragedy at Mountain Meadows, forthcoming
from Oxford University Press in 2005.
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ignore these attacks, I am not surprised. After all, they have careers to
pursue, families to raise, callings in the church to perform. Without
becoming hugely upset over incidents in our church history, they have
work enough to do ere the sun goes down.¹⁰ But we also have historians
both professional and amateur. They also have a work to do.
I don’t mind calling on our apologists to write good history. You
need not embark on a huge multivolume project. It can be a study of
one incident or one problem, eventuating in an article or a two-page
response. But if it is a historical question, let your treatment be good
history. Simply treat a given topic in a way that satisﬁes any honest
reader and in a way that meets the accepted standards of scholarship.
Some of our apologists are already doing this. They have deﬁned
a historical problem with precision, examined all the evidence, subjected it to the necessary critical analysis, and presented their ﬁndings. Those with the requisite training, skills, and time will continue
to do this, making a contribution and perhaps even producing some
major works of history. The evildoers can fume and fret, can use their
tiresome tactic of labeling the work as apologetic. But if they are not
brain-dead, what they are really thinking is, “Hey, these guys are
good. This is good history.”
How important is history?
I have been speaking as a historian. What about converts in Mongolia and Ghana? Do they know, or should they know, nineteenthcentury church history in any depth? What about those nonreaders
being produced by the government schools in this country? Will they
know the details of Mormon history? What about the young missionaries preaching the gospel throughout the world? Are they shining
bright because they have read history books for ten hours a day during their teenage years? How much do they know? How much should
they know?
Someone makes decisions as to what to include in the missionary
instruction lessons. As I read through that material, I see no emphasis
10. See “I Have Work Enough to Do,” Hymns, no. 224.
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on history. Seminary and institute students throughout the world take
courses. In some of them, they get a certain amount of church history,
especially as background to the revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants. In their Gospel Doctrine Sunday School classes, Latter-day
Saints throughout the world study sequentially the Old Testament,
the New Testament, the Book of Mormon, and the Doctrine and Covenants. Only in the Doctrine and Covenants course is some historical
background sometimes included, and even there the emphasis is on
the spiritual and doctrinal content. Finally, at present (and for the past
few years), priesthood and Relief Society classes devote a year of study
to one of the presidents of the church. Some historical background
is provided, but once again the emphasis is on the doctrinal teachings. The message that comes across to me loud and clear from lesson
manuals and missionary lessons is simple. Our testimony is not in the
history of the church.
So our eager anti-Mormon comes to us with his version of Mormon history. He has probably picked up his example from other antiMormons. He is pretty sure his Latter-day Saint neighbor will not
know about it. His eyes are bright with anticipation. “Gotcha! What
do you say to that! In view of that, how can you possibly be a Mormon.” If he doesn’t say these things, he implies them.
Here is where the faithful Latter-day Saint should take the wind
out of the sails of the critic. Instead of collapsing with a wail of distress, the church member smiles and shrugs his or her shoulders and
says things like this: “Hmm. I wonder if that’s true.” “That isn’t part
of my religion. I have never heard it taught in any of the classes and
have not read it in any of our manuals.” “You know what? That probably interests you a lot more than it does me.” “I haven’t heard what
might be said on the other side. But what I do know is that I don’t have
a testimony of the history of the church.”
Some of us might deplore the fading of church history from the
curriculum. In the meantime, of course, you can still read on your
own, individually or in study groups. To my knowledge, no one is forbidding such study.
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Admittedly, knowledge of church history is not essential to our
eternal salvation. But I do think it is natural and very satisfying to
learn as much as we can about it. We study history, any history, as part
of our human quest for self-understanding. As I read about the Latterday Saints and their activities in the past as well as the present, I can
be inspired, amused, bewildered, surprised, proud—and sometimes a
little ashamed. More often than not, I am amazed at the perseverance,
the tenacity, the determination to stay the course through good times
and bad. Without even trying, I instinctively identify with the Saints.
Imperfect as they were and are, the Latter-day Saints are my people.
But my testimony is not in them, and I hope theirs is not in me.
Brigham Young once made a statement about Joseph Smith that
our enemies smack their lips over. How they love to misuse it! Here is
what Brother Brigham said:
I recollect a conversation I had with a priest who was an old
friend of ours, before I was personally acquainted with the
Prophet Joseph. I clipped every argument he advanced, until at
last he came out and began to rail against “Joe Smith,” saying,
“that he was a mean man, a liar, moneydigger, gambler, and a
whore-master”; and he charged him with everything bad, that
he could ﬁnd language to utter. I said, hold on, brother Gillmore, here is the doctrine, here is the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the revelations that have come through Joseph Smith
the Prophet. I have never seen him, and do not know his private character. The doctrine he teaches is all I know about the
matter, bring anything against that if you can. As to anything
else I do not care. If he acts like a devil, he has brought forth a
doctrine that will save us, if we will abide it. He may get drunk
every day of his life, sleep with his neighbor’s wife every night,
run horses and gamble, I do not care anything about that, for
I never embrace any man in my faith. But the doctrine he has
produced will save you and me, and the whole world; and if you
can ﬁnd fault with that, ﬁnd it.¹¹
11. Brigham Young, in Journal of Discourses, 4:77–78 (9 November 1856).
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What do you think Brother Brigham meant? Was he giving carte
blanche to church members, saying that it didn’t matter how they behaved? Was he here giving his true feelings about Joseph Smith and
actually describing him? If President Young’s meaning isn’t obvious,
let me paraphrase it: The truth of the gospel and the divinity of Joseph
Smith’s calling as prophet of the restoration do not depend on his behavior as a human being and do not require perfection in his life.
Did Brigham really think that Joseph was a moral reprobate? That
is the way some brilliant anti-Mormons use this quotation. Ridiculous. Listen to this: “Who can justly say aught against Joseph Smith? I
was as well acquainted with him, as any man. I do not believe that his
father and mother knew him any better than I did. I do not think that
a man lives on the earth that knew him any better than I did; and I
am bold to say that, Jesus Christ excepted, no better man ever lived or
does live upon this earth. I am his witness.”¹² But—and this is an important truth—President Young did not want his testimony to center
on Joseph Smith as a person.
Let’s consider a statement by President George Q. Cannon:
Do not, brethren, put your trust in man though he be a Bishop,
an Apostle, or a President; if you do, they will fail you at some
time or place; they will do wrong or seem to, and your support
be gone; but if we lean on God, He never will fail us. When men
and women depend on God alone and trust in Him alone, their
faith will not be shaken if the highest in the Church should step
aside. . . . Perhaps it is His own design that faults and weaknesses should appear in high places in order that His Saints
may learn to trust in Him and not in any man or men.¹³
I do not have a testimony of church history. In this declaration, I
join Nephi, who said: “O Lord, I have trusted in thee, and I will trust in
thee forever. I will not put my trust in the arm of ﬂesh; for I know that
cursed is he that putteth his trust in the arm of ﬂesh” (2 Nephi 4:34).
12. Brigham Young, in Journal of Discourses, 9:332 (3 August 1862).
13. Gospel Truth: Discourses and Writings of President George Q. Cannon, 2nd ed.
(1957; repr., Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1987), 249 (15 February 1891). Originally published in Millennial Star 53 (October 1891): 674.

THE BOOK OF ABRAHAM: ASK THE RIGHT
QUESTIONS AND KEEP ON LOOKING
Larry E. Morris
Larry E. Morris (MA, Brigham Young University) is a writer and
editor with the Institute for the Study and Preservation of Ancient
Religious Texts at Brigham Young University. He recently published a
book with Yale University Press on the Lewis and Clark party.

R

obert K. Ritner, associate professor of Egyptology at the Oriental
Institute of the University of Chicago, points out in the introduction that “each generation of Chicago Egyptologists has dealt with the
Mormon papyri” (p. 98). Professor Ritner mentions James H. Breasted,
John A. Wilson, and Klaus Baer speciﬁcally.¹ Therefore, concludes
Ritner, “it has now fallen to me to reassess Baer’s translation [of the
“Breathing Permit of Hor”] in light of Egyptological advances of the
past thirty-four years” (p. 98).
This objective is worthy, and Ritner no doubt has the credentials to
discuss these Egyptological issues. Ritner’s translation and commentary
My thanks to Kevin L. Barney and to FARMS resident scholar Matthew Roper for their
help on this article.
1. Breasted (1865–1935) was the ﬁrst American to receive a PhD in Egyptology. He
founded the Oriental Institute at the University of Chicago, long considered the leading
center of Egyptian studies in the United States. Wilson and Baer were two of Breasted’s
foremost successors; Hugh Nibley studied under both of them during his sabbatical at
the University of Chicago in 1966–67.

Review of Robert K. Ritner. “The ‘Breathing Permit of Hôr’ Thirtyfour Years Later.” Dialogue 33/4 (2000): 97–119.
Review of Robert K. Ritner. “ ‘The Breathing Permit of Hôr’ among
the Joseph Smith Papyri.” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 62/3
(2003): 161–77.
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were ﬁrst printed in Dialogue in 2000 and reprinted (with a revised introduction) in the Journal of Near Eastern Studies (JNES) in 2003. Students
of the Joseph Smith Papyri will want to take a close look at Ritner’s translation, as well as his extensive notes.
The Book of Breathings
Ritner is dealing with three papyrus fragments—Joseph Smith
Papyrus (JSP) I, JSP X, and JSP XI. JSP I includes a vignette, or illustration, that is clearly the basis for Facsimile 1 in the Book of Abraham
as well as some accompanying columns of text. JSP X and XI are both
hieratic text fragments.² JSP I, X, and XI were among the Egyptian
artifacts obtained by Joseph Smith in 1835.³ In 1968 Klaus Baer offered a translation of these fragments,⁴ which, as Ritner points out,
“has served as the basis for all further studies of the text” (Dialogue,
p. 98). In 1975 Hugh Nibley oﬀered his translation in The Message of
the Joseph Smith Papyri.⁵
These three fragments, found on a mummy discovered in a Theban tomb, were owned by an Egyptian priest by the name of Hor. They
are part of a larger text sometimes called the “book of breathings.”
Baer suggests, however, that “breathing permit” is actually a better
translation. In addition, these fragments are sometimes known as
the “sensen” text, from the Egyptian snsn, or breathing. Hence, these
names all refer to the same text.
In Dialogue, Ritner notes “the absence of any formal edition of the
Joseph Smith Book of Breathing combining full translation and trans2. Hieratic is a cursive form of hieroglyphics. See John Gee, A Guide to the Joseph
Smith Papyri (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000), for photos and explanations of the Joseph
Smith Papyri. These fragments are often referred to as JSP I, XI, and X because they were
originally arranged in that order on the scroll. (The original numbers were assigned by
the Improvement Era in 1968 before the exact relationship of the various fragments had
been analyzed.)
3. See Gee, Guide, 1–13, for a historical overview.
4. Klaus Baer, “The Breathing Permit of Hôr: A Translation of the Apparent Source
of the Book of Abraham,” Dialogue 3/3 (1968): 109–34.
5. Hugh Nibley, The Message of the Joseph Smith Papyri: An Egyptian Endowment
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1975); a new edition is being prepared.
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literation” (p. 98), apparently unaware that such a formal edition was
indeed in progress at the time. Shortly after Ritner’s work appeared
in 2002 (the issue was actually distributed two years after its publication date), Michael D. Rhodes published The Hor Book of Breathings: A Translation and Commentary, which included a transliteration, a translation, extensive commentary, and both black-and-white
and color photographs.⁶ Neither of these works can be faulted for not
mentioning the other (the Rhodes manuscript went to the publisher
well before Ritner’s translation appeared), but Ritner can certainly be
faulted for not mentioning Rhodes’s work the second time around.
Although Ritner claimed that “no full edition of this papyrus document has yet appeared” (JNES, p. 163), the Rhodes volume had been
in print for a year—and had been discussed at a scholarly conference
three months before that.⁷ Ritner’s failure to mention The Hor Book of
Breathings is an indication that he has not been keeping up with the
current research.
Nevertheless, the timing provides a pleasant serendipity for students of the Joseph Smith Papyri because Ritner and Rhodes translated
the same text independently of each other. This oﬀers an excellent basis for comparison and analysis. Note, for example, the diﬀerences in
how Ritner and Rhodes translate the hieroglyphic text accompanying
the initial vignette (in JSP I):
Ritner

Rhodes

(1/1) [“Osiris, the god’s father], prophet of Amon-Re, King
of the Gods, prophet of Min who
slaughters his enemies, prophet of
Khonsu, the [one who exercises]

(1) [The Osiris, God’s father]
priest of Amon-Re, king of the
gods, priest of Min, who massacres his enemies, priest of
Khonsu, who is powerful in

6. Michael D. Rhodes, The Hor Book of Breathings: A Translation and Commentary
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 2002).
7. Michael Rhodes presented his research at the annual American Research Center
in Egypt conference, held in Baltimore in April 2002. The Hor Book of Breathings was
published in July 2002 and the JNES article in July 2003.
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authority in Thebes, (1/2) [ . . .]
. . . Hor, the justiﬁed, son of the
similarly titled overseer of secrets and puriﬁer of the god, Osorwer, the justiﬁed, born by the
[housewife and sistrum-player
of] (1/3) [Amon]-Re, Taikhibit,
the justiﬁed!
May your ba-spirit live
among them, and may you be
buried on the west [of Thebes].”
(I/4) [“O Anubis(?), . . .]justiﬁcation(?). (I/5) [May you give
to him] a good and splendid
burial on the west of Thebes as
on the mountains of Ma[nu](?).”
(Dialogue, p. 104)

Thebes. (2) . . . Hor, justiﬁed, the
son of one of like titles, master
of the secrets, god’s priest, Usirwer, justiﬁed, born of [the house
wife, the musician (3) of AmonRe,] Taykhebyt.

May your soul live in their
midst. May you be buried at the
head of the West. . . .
(4) . . . (5) [. . .] May you
give to him beautiful and useful
things on the west [of Thebes]
like the mountains of Manu.⁸

Of course, Egyptologists will have to take up the matter of comparing and critiquing these translations. (As far as I know, such a comparison has not yet been made.)
Ritner annotates his translation quite extensively, explaining, for
example, why he prefers “slaughters his enemies” (1/1) to “massacres
his enemies” or such alternatives as “smites his enemies” or “brings
an end to his enemies” (JNES, p. 168 n. 44). Ritner also includes notes
on the work of previous scholars, such as Baer, Marc Coenen, and Jan
Quaegebeur, noting that “changes from Baer’s understanding of the
document are few” (JNES, p. 164). Since Rhodes oﬀers a similar analysis and frequently refers to the same scholarly body of work, readers
thus have excellent resources for examining details of virtually every
aspect of the translation.
Ritner and Rhodes are therefore required reading for anyone interested in the Joseph Smith Papyri. A comparison of Ritner’s transla8. Rhodes, Hor Book of Breathings, 21–23.

RITNER, “THE BREATHING PERMIT OF HÔR” (MORRIS) • 359

tion to that of Rhodes, however, makes one thing quickly apparent:
Ritner frequently attacks those who disagree with him, while Rhodes
maintains a scholarly tone throughout. Therein lies one of the chief
weaknesses of Ritner’s work.
“Scurrilous Remarks”
In JNES Ritner reports that personal attacks followed publication
of his translation in Dialogue. This is regrettable and reﬂects poorly on
those who responded in such a manner. As Ritner describes: “The earlier version of this article produced internet discussions devoted not
to the translation, but to scurrilous remarks concerning my own religious and personal habits. Let the scholar be warned” (p. 162 n. 7).
Ritner apparently believes that those who engage in these kinds
of discussions ought to follow basic standards of good scholarship.
I agree. Ritner does not say precisely what those standards are, but I
suggest the following:
Avoiding sarcastic language or ad hominem arguments
Making explicit and fair assumptions
Following sound methodology
Documenting arguable facts
Eschewing ax-grinding
No one adhering to such canons would have resorted to scurrilous
remarks about Ritner. Furthermore, given Ritner’s understandable
discomfort with such responses, I would have thought he would be
the last person to level criticism at those who disagree with him. But
that is not true at all.
In JNES, for example, Ritner begins his discussion by attacking
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints: “The anglicized Latin
term ‘Egyptus’ is said to be Chaldean for ‘that which is forbidden’
in reference to the cursed race of Ham who are denied the ‘right of
Priesthood’ ([Abraham] 1:23–27), a statement that served as the basis
for Mormon racial discrimination until a ‘revelation’ during the modern era of civil rights legislation reversed the policy (but not the ‘scripture’) in 1978” (p. 161). Ritner’s choice of terms (racial discrimination)
and his use of quotation marks (“revelation,” “scripture”) immediately
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reveal his cynicism toward the Church of Jesus Christ.⁹ In contrast,
consider historian Robert V. Remini’s treatment of the same topic:
“The Book of Abraham . . . related how Abraham insisted on his right
of appointment as High Priest, claiming that the Pharaoh of Egypt, a
good and decent man, was a descendant of Ham and therefore could
not hold the priesthood. That statement later justiﬁed Church policy
of denying the priesthood to African-Americans, since they supposedly descended from Ham, a policy that continued until 1978, when it
was terminated.”¹⁰ Ritner oﬀers politically charged language, Remini
neutral language; Ritner makes value judgments, Remini maintains
scholarly disinterest. The diﬀerence is instructive because neither of
these scholars is a member of the Church of Jesus Christ.
Not surprisingly, Ritner also ridicules Joseph Smith. Note his
choice of terms: “Such ‘reasoning’ included references to the outlandish ‘Jah-oh-eh,’ ” “all of this nonsense is illustrated,” “Smith’s hopeless
translation,” and “such interpretations are uninspired fantasies” (JNES,
pp. 161, 162, 176 n. 128, emphasis added). Then, despite using such partisan language, Ritner suggests that he is providing an “impartial reassessment of Baer’s translation” (JNES, p. 164, emphasis added). Is Ritner
impartial?
Again, Remini’s treatment stands in stark contrast: “Other important teachings of Joseph resulted from his purchase in July 1835 of
four Egyptian mummies and some papyri for $2,400 from a traveling
‘entrepreneur’ by the name of Michael H. Chandler. He then translated the papyri, which contained, he said, writings of the patriarch
Abraham. This Book of Abraham became part of The Pearl of Great
Price, along with the Book of Moses and other writings.”¹¹
9. To help his readers understand this issue, Ritner could have referenced such
articles as Lester E. Bush Jr., “Mormonism’s Negro Doctrine: An Historical Overview,”
Dialogue 8/1 (1973): 11–72. Bush points out that the text of the Book of Abraham was not
originally used to support the church’s priesthood policy. But Ritner oﬀers no such help.
10. Robert V. Remini, Joseph Smith (New York: Penguin, 2002), 107. Remini won the
National Book Award for his three-volume biography of Andrew Jackson. Concerning
Ritner’s mocking of church “revelation” and “scripture,” one has to wonder if the editors
of the Journal of Near Eastern Studies would have allowed anti-Semitic remarks at the
beginning of a paper dealing with Jewish history.
11. Remini, Joseph Smith, 105.
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There is also reason to believe that Ritner’s anti-Mormon sentiments aﬀect his translation. As noted above, Ritner oﬀers the following translation for a text fragment identiﬁed as column 4 in JSP I: [“O
Anubis(?), . . .]. He explains that “a divine name (Anubis?) must be lost
here, since the following address shifts from Hor to a deity on his behalf.” This is hardly incidental, however, because, as Ritner points out,
“This passage rebuts Gee” (JNES, p. 169 n. 51). Since Ritner is relying
on his own reconstruction of the text to rebut John Gee, the question
is, How did Baer translate this fragment? Baer oﬀered no translation
at all. “Too little is left of line 4 to permit even a guess at what it said,”
he wrote.¹² Likewise, Rhodes oﬀers no translation, simply an ellipsis
indicating missing text. Ritner, however, suggests a new interpretation
that just happens to give him an advantage in his dispute with Gee—
and he fails to inform the reader of Baer’s comment on the matter.¹³
12. Baer, “Breathing Permit of Hôr,” 117.
13. I object to Ritner taking up a personal dispute with John Gee. In JNES, for example, Ritner includes the following aside: “With regard to the articles by my former student
John Gee, I am constrained to note that unlike the interaction between Baer and Nibley,
and the practice of all my other Egyptology students, Gee never chose to share drafts of
his publications with me to elicit scholarly criticism, so that I have encountered these
only recently. It must be understood that in these apologetic writings, Gee’s opinions do
not necessarily reﬂect my own, nor the standards of Egyptological proof that I required
at Yale or Chicago” (p. 167). Such a statement is objectionable for several reasons. First of
all, claims made in a scholarly paper should be veriﬁable by the reader—either through
the text itself or through the documentation cited in the notes. But there is no way for
the reader to verify what happened between Ritner and Gee—that is a private matter
between the two of them. And Gee has had no opportunity to speak for himself. Second,
the sophisticated readership of the Journal of Near Eastern Studies knows perfectly well
that one professor does not speak for others or for another institution. Ritner has no business bringing up something that is obviously a personal matter between him and Gee.
This is yet another departure from scholarship. Ritner then compounds his mistake by
not keeping up with Gee’s work. For example, he seems to be unaware of two of Gee’s key
articles on the Book of Abraham: John Gee, ”Eyewitness, Heresay, and Physical Evidence
of the Joseph Smith Papyri,” in The Disciple as Witness: Essays on Latter-day Saint History and Doctrine in Honor of Richard Lloyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W.
Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2000), 175–217; and John Gee and
Stephen D. Ricks, “Historical Plausibility: The Historicity of the Book of Abraham as
a Case Study,” in Historicity and the Latter-day Saint Scriptures, ed. Paul Y. Hoskisson
(Provo, UT: BYU Religious Studies Center, 2001), 63–98.
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Ritner next attacks Gee and Hugh Nibley, making a point of describing them as “Mormon traditionalists,” in contrast with “Egyptological scholars”—a category that includes Ritner himself (JNES,
p. 163). But rather than simply stating his disagreements with Nibley
and Gee and allowing readers to judge for themselves, Ritner poisons
the well through his use of sarcastic and contemptuous language.
In describing Hugh Nibley, for example, Ritner seems unwilling
to use the kind of language employed by other authors who are also
not Latter-day Saints. Richard and Joan Ostling (who direct a fair
amount of criticism toward the Church of Jesus Christ) describe Nibley as “a BYU scholar in ancient Near Eastern studies but not an Egyptologist.”¹⁴ Ritner, by contrast, calls Nibley the “lionized patriarch” of
FARMS (JNES, p. 163 n. 9), an obvious allusion to Facsimile 1, where
the patriarch Abraham is said to be fastened upon a lion-couch altar.
Again, Ritner mentions the “work of Nibley and his acolytes” (Dialogue, p. 98 n. 4). My Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary (eleventh edition) deﬁnes the word acolyte as “one who assists a member
of the clergy in a liturgical service by performing minor duties.” Nibley is thus a priest of polemics, and his fellow scholars are altar boys.
Some may think Ritner’s remark is clever, but the question is whether
Ritner’s approach is helpful to readers seeking a fair look at the Joseph
Smith Papyri. Quite the contrary, Ritner’s approach time and again
smacks of nonscholarly ax-grinding.
Nibley’s and Gee’s ideas are characterized not as opinions or disagreements but as “quibbling” or even “nihilistic quibbling” (Dialogue,
p. 102 n. 30, p. 115 n. 125). Not content with this kind of editorializing,
Ritner uses exclamation marks to express his disgust: “Nibley’s error
was further confused in J. Gee . . . where it is said to be Hor’s father’s
(!) name” (Dialogue, pp. 106–7 n. 59).
The irony of all of this is that Ritner criticizes Nibley for his (supposedly) ad hominem attacks on such Egyptologists as Breasted,
W. M. Flinders Petrie, and Samuel A. B. Mercer, objecting to Nibley’s
14. Richard N. Ostling and Joan K. Ostling, Mormon America: The Power and the
Promise (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1999), 281.
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characterizations of these scholars and arguing that they should be
judged on their arguments. Why, then, does Ritner himself sarcastically characterize his opponents rather than oﬀer an assessment of
their arguments?
Nor is Ritner following in the tradition of Wilson or Baer when he
goes out of his way to attack Joseph Smith, the Church of Jesus Christ,
and BYU scholars. In his discussion of JSP II, IV, V, VI, VII, VIII, and
IX (all of which are fragments from the Book of the Dead—Egyptian
religious documents typically buried with the dead), Wilson limits
his comments to the papyri themselves, never making snide remarks
about the position of the Church of Jesus Christ. His good will is apparent in his concluding sentence: “The Church may well be proud to
have such a text.”¹⁵
Similarly, Baer’s tone is nonhostile. He certainly agrees with Ritner
that the Breathing Permit of Hor has nothing to do with Abraham, but
he does not use terms such as “outlandish,” “nonsense,” “hopeless,” or
“uninspired” to describe Joseph Smith’s interpretation. After giving his
preliminary translation, Baer comments: “This is as far as an Egyptologist can go in studying the document that Joseph Smith considered to
be a ‘roll’ which ‘contained the writings of Abraham.’ The Egyptologist
interprets it diﬀerently, relying on a considerable body of parallel data,
research, and knowledge that has accumulated over the past 146 years
since Champollion ﬁrst deciphered Egyptian—none of which had really
become known in America in the 1830’s. At this point, the Latter-day
Saint historian and theologian must take over.”¹⁶
By making personal attacks, Ritner produces a paper that is less
scholarly than those of Wilson or Baer.
“The Basis for ‘The Book of Abraham’ ”
In the very ﬁrst sentence of his Dialogue article, Ritner steps out
of his area of expertise to make a controversial claim that really has
15. John A. Wilson, “The Joseph Smith Egyptian Papyri: Translations and Interpretations,” Dialogue 3/2 (1968): 85.
16. Baer, “Breathing Permit of Hôr,” 133.
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nothing to do with his stated purpose of reexamining the Breathing
Permit of Hor. He announces, as if it were an established fact, that the
eleven papyrus fragments once owned by Joseph Smith—and given
by the Metropolitan Museum of Art to the Church of Jesus Christ
in 1967—were “employed as the basis for ‘The Book of Abraham’ ”
(p. 97). Of course, whether Joseph Smith employed these fragments as
the “basis” of the Book of Abraham is not established at all—this is the
issue that has sparked such a long and heated debate over the origin
of the Book of Abraham. Further, this is not an Egyptological question, for the debate does not center on a translation of the fragments.
Rather, this is a historical question: what papyrus—if any—was Joseph
Smith viewing when he dictated the Book of Abraham and what did
he mean by translation?
Much of the debate over the origin of the Book of Abraham revolves around a collection of documents known as the Kirtland Egyptian Papers. Most of these documents apparently date to the 1835–37
time period and are written in four diﬀerent hands: W. W. Phelps,
Oliver Cowdery, Warren Parish, and Joseph Smith. Rather than being a coherent set of manuscripts, the Kirtland Egyptian Papers are
a hodgepodge of notes and odds and ends relating to the papyri obtained from Michael Chandler and to the Book of Abraham. As Hugh
Nibley notes, the papers include “two impressive documents, one a
bound manuscript commonly and falsely designated as ‘Joseph Smith’s
Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar,’ and the other what appears to be a
translation of the ﬁrst chapter of the Book of Abraham from a number
of accompanying hieratic symbols.”¹⁷
Since various hieratic characters from the Book of Breathings
(also called the Breathing Permit of Hor) are prominently featured in
these two documents from the Kirtland Egyptian Papers, some have
concluded that Joseph Smith falsely assumed the Book of Breathings
to contain the writings of Abraham. H. Michael Marquardt, for example, puts it this way: “I conclude that the overwhelming evidence
17. Hugh Nibley, “The Meaning of the Kirtland Egyptian Papers,” BYU Studies 11/4
(1971): 350.
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shows that Joseph Smith used the Book of Breathings (Joseph Smith
Papyrus XI, col. 1) and considered it the writing of Abraham. The fact
is that the papyrus which he used as the source of the Book of Abraham manuscript characters has nothing to do with Abraham. . . . That
Joseph Smith did not ever translate Egyptian correctly can be seen
throughout his Egyptian papers.” Among those agreeing with Marquardt are Edward Ashment and Ritner.¹⁸
All of this, of course, is closely linked to Joseph Smith’s claim to
be a prophet of God. Joseph hardly looks like a prophet if his supposed
inspired translation is shown to be nothing but nonsense and bears no
relationship to the ancient text in question.
So it is not surprising that Latter-day Saint scholars see things
diﬀerently. “What emerges most clearly from a closer look at the Kirtland Egyptian Papers,” writes Nibley, “is the fact that there is nothing
oﬃcial or ﬁnal about them—they are ﬂuid, exploratory, conﬁdential,
and hence free of any possibility or intention of fraud.”¹⁹ Similarly,
John Gee concludes that the relationship of the hieratic symbols to
an excerpt of the Book of Abraham is not at all clear for a number of
reasons, including the following: at least some hieratic characters were
written in diﬀerent ink, they do not line up with the English text, and
they run over the margins (all of which suggests the hieratic characters may have been added as an afterthought).²⁰
18. H. Michael Marquardt, The Book of Abraham Papyrus Found, 2nd ed. (n.p. [available from Utah Lighthouse Ministry], 1981), 20, 35. The critics’ case regarding the relationship between the Kirtland Egyptian Papers and the Book of Abraham is also stated
in Edward H. Ashment, “Reducing Dissonance: The Book of Abraham as a Case Study,”
in The Word of God: Essays on Mormon Scripture, ed. Dan Vogel (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1990), 221–35; Charles M. Larson, . . . By His Own Hand upon Papyrus: A
New Look at the Joseph Smith Papyri, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Institute for Religious
Research, 1992); and Jerald and Sandra Tanner, “Solving the Mystery of the Joseph Smith
Papyri,” Salt Lake City Messenger 82 (September 1992): 1–12. While one could reasonably interpret certain sections of the Kirtland Egyptian Papers as being Joseph Smith’s
“worksheet” for translating the Book of Abraham, one could just as reasonably interpret
them as being someone’s attempt to link the Book of Abraham with the Book of Breathings after the Book of Abraham had been revealed.
19. Nibley, “Kirtland Egyptian Papers,” 399.
20. Gee, Guide, 22, caption.
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Given the controversy over the Kirtland Egyptian Papers, we
would expect Ritner to “document arguable facts” and inform his
readers of this strong diﬀerence of opinion, even if only in a note.
Instead, Ritner gives the impression that the whole matter is cut and
dried. When Ritner mentions the Kirtland Egyptian Papers in a note,
he simply references an article by Ashment as evidence of Joseph
Smith’s authorship of the so-called Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar
(JNES, p. 169 n. 48).²¹ That’s the end of it. The very least that Ritner
should have done was tell readers of the dispute and suggest they check
Nibley’s landmark article “The Meaning of the Kirtland Egyptian Papers” to understand the opposing viewpoint, but he doesn’t even do
that. This is not impartial scholarship.
“A Pastiche of Genesis”
In the introduction to his JNES article, Ritner devotes one paragraph to the content of the Book of Abraham, claiming it is “often a
pastiche of Genesis” (p. 161, presumably meaning that it imitates or
synthesizes Genesis). Next he summarizes part of the Book of Abraham and the three facsimiles, characterizing all this as “nonsense”
(p. 161). He then moves to a discussion of the papyri.
Ritner has once again departed from the tradition of Wilson and
Baer, for neither of them ridicules the content of the Book of Abraham. Instead, they stay focused on Egyptological issues. Considering
the controversy over the Kirtland Egyptian Papers and the complex
historical questions involved, I believe Wilson and Baer were wise not
to get sidetracked—and it’s interesting that Rhodes follows suit (by
not discussing the Book of Abraham in The Hor Book of Breathings).
But once Egyptologists bring up the content of the Book of Abraham,
good scholarship requires that they fairly report varying scholarly
opinions concerning the book’s authenticity. Then it seems reasonable for them to take their own stand and defend it. Ritner, however,
doesn’t do this, electing instead to dismiss the Book of Abraham with
a wave of the hand.
21. Edward H. Ashment, “Joseph Smith’s Identiﬁcation of ‘Abraham’ in Papyrus JS 1,
the ‘Breathing Permit of Hôr,’” Dialogue 33/4 (2000): 121–26.
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But such a dismissal does not get to the heart of the matter. In the
ﬁrst place, saying that the Book of Abraham is an imitation or synthesis of Genesis is at the very least a vast oversimpliﬁcation. Genesis
is written in third person, Abraham in ﬁrst person. At least half the
verses in Abraham have no corresponding verse in Genesis. In addition, the prose style of Abraham is sometimes diﬀerent from the Bible.
The Genesis account contains nothing like the following verse, either
in style or content: “And, ﬁnding there was greater happiness and
peace and rest for me, I sought for the blessings of the fathers, and the
right whereunto I should be ordained to administer the same; having
been myself a follower of righteousness, desiring also to be one who
possessed great knowledge, and to be a greater follower of righteousness, and to possess a greater knowledge, and to be a father of many
nations, a prince of peace, and desiring to receive instructions, and
to keep the commandments of God, I became a rightful heir, a High
Priest, holding the right belonging to the fathers” (Abraham 1:2).
Furthermore, Ritner does not inform his readers that certain elements of the Book of Abraham also appear in ancient or medieval
texts. Take, for example, Facsimile 3, which depicts, as Ritner puts it,
“enthroned Abraham lecturing the male Pharaoh (actually enthroned
Osiris with the female Isis)” (JNES, p. 162). In what Ritner describes
as nonsense, Joseph Smith claimed that Abraham is “sitting upon
Pharoah’s throne . . . reasoning upon the principles of Astronomy”
(Facsimile 3, explanation).
Clearly, Joseph Smith’s interpretation did not come from Genesis
(where there is no discussion of Abraham doing such a thing). From
Ritner’s point of view, therefore, this must qualify as one of Joseph’s
“uninspired fantasies.” But going a layer deeper reveals interesting complexities. A number of ancient texts, for example, state that Abraham
taught astronomy to the Egyptians. Citing the Jewish writer Artapanus (who lived prior to the ﬁrst century BC), a fourth-century bishop of
Caesarea, Eusebius, states: “They were called Hebrews after Abraham.
[Artapanus] says that the latter came to Egypt with all his household
to the Egyptian king Pharethothes, and taught him astrology, that he
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remained there twenty years and then departed again for the regions of
Syria.”²²
As for Abraham sitting on a king’s throne—another detail not
mentioned in Genesis—note this example from Qißaß al-Anbiyā< (Stories of the Prophets), an Islamic text compiled in AD 1310: “The chamberlain brought Abraham to the king. The king looked at Abraham;
he was good looking and handsome. The king honoured Abraham
and seated him at his side.”²³
Ritner may counter that such parallels do not establish the authenticity of the Book of Abraham. That is true, but certainly they deserve
some mention. At the very least, these parallels show that “all of this
nonsense” is not really an appropriate description of Joseph Smith’s
interpretation. Fairness demands that Ritner, in his dismissal of the
content of the Book of Abraham, at least mention similarities between
it and other texts about Abraham and point readers to other sources of
information. Once again, however, Ritner is found lacking.²⁴
“Parallelomania”
I ﬁnd it particularly ironic that the same issue of Dialogue that
carried Ritner’s article (as well as an article by Ashment quoted by
22. John A. Tvedtnes, Brian M. Hauglid, and John Gee, eds., Traditions about the
Early Life of Abraham (Provo, UT: FARMS, 2001), 7. In the ancient world there was no
diﬀerence between astronomy and astrology. Traditions is yet another important FARMS
work that Ritner fails to mention.
23. Ibid., 449.
24. Critics of the Book of Abraham have examined the Kirtland Egyptian Papers
in great detail, concluding, like Jerald and Sandra Tanner, that “all of the evidence adds
up to the inescapable conclusion that although Joseph Smith claimed to translate the
Book of Abraham from the papyrus he had in his possession, the words that he dictated
came from his own imagination.” Tanner and Tanner, “Solving the Mystery,” 4. At the
same time, these critics have conspicuously avoided discussing the content of the Book
of Abraham. In a review of Nibley’s Abraham in Egypt, for example, H. Michael Marquardt makes no mention of parallels between the Book of Abraham and the Apocalypse of Abraham and the Testament of Abraham, even though Nibley discusses them at
length. (The review was printed by Utah Lighthouse Ministry in 1983.) One exception is
the late Wesley P. Walters. In his article “Joseph Smith among the Egyptians,” Journal of
the Evangelical Theological Society 16/1 (1973): 25–45, Walters responds to a number of
parallels mentioned by Nibley. Walters seems to have read Nibley and other Latter-day
Saint scholars much more carefully than Ritner has.
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Ritner in JNES) also included an article by Bradley J. Cook entitled
“The Book of Abraham and the Islamic Qißaß al-Anbiyā< (Tales of the
Prophets) Extant Literature.”²⁵ As noted above, the Qißaß includes
an account of Abraham being seated next to a king. Cook points out
a number of other parallels between the Book of Abraham and the
Qißaß, including the following: the idolatry of Abraham’s fathers,
Abraham’s special knowledge, the celestial mysteries revealed to
Abraham, the rejection of Abraham’s message by the people of Ur of
Chaldea, Abraham’s relationship with his father, human sacriﬁce in
Abraham’s day, and Abraham’s deliverance by angels.
Cook points out, for example, the Book of Abraham’s claim that
Abraham’s father was a worshipper of idols and “turned again unto
his idolatry” (Abraham 2:5). A number of Qißaß sources agree, stating
“that Terah not only worshiped idols, but had turned idolatry into a
lucrative trade.” As Cook notes, such details are not found in Genesis,
and “Joseph Smith could not have known about these parallel Islamic
texts, at least so far as can be determined by scholarly means.”²⁶
The appearance of Cook’s article in the same journal as Ritner’s
translation gave Ritner a good opportunity to be aware of the parallels
issue and mention it in his 2003 JNES article, perhaps commenting
on the possible meaning of such parallels. But this Ritner does not
do, once again cutting his readers oﬀ from interesting and relevant
debates regarding the Book of Abraham.
Of course, this is not to say that Ritner had to treat the subject
exhaustively. References to Cook’s article and to Ashment’s opposing view would have been suﬃcient. Ashment states his case this way:
“Because the evidence about the translation process of the Book of
Abraham leads to a negative conclusion about Joseph Smith’s ability
to translate ancient languages—which consequently produces dissonance—a major strategy of apologists is to shift the focus of the LDS
community to the new belief that the Book of Abraham is authentically
25. Bradley J. Cook, “The Book of Abraham and the Islamic Qißaß al-Anbiyā< (Tales
of the Prophets) Extant Literature,” Dialogue 33/4 (2000): 127–46.
26. Ibid., 134, 142.
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ancient because several parallels to it have been aﬃrmed from other
sources.”²⁷
Ashment criticizes what he calls the “parallel school” of Book
of Abraham apologetics because “it is an anathema to it to rely on a
method that ‘insists that the essential requirement for interpretation
of a text is to read it in context: not merely in literary context, but in
the wider, deeper social and cultural context in which both author and
audience lived, and in which the language they employed took on the
connotations to which the interpreter must seek to be sensitive.’ ”²⁸
This last point of Ashment’s, about reading texts in their full context
(actually a quotation from Howard C. Kee), is well taken. Douglas F.
Salmon has expanded on this issue as follows: “It is imperative that
readers are informed as to what the existence of parallels is supposed to
prove. The details of the hypothesis that is supported by the existence of
parallels must be spelled out, for the reader of this type of literature is
usually left struggling to read between the lines in an attempt to piece
together the real argument. Documents that are used should be discussed as to their relevance in the supply of the parallel. The date, location, language, author, culture, and Weltanschauung (worldview) of
the various texts must be considered, and obviously problematic details
must be addressed.”²⁹
27. Ashment, “Reducing Dissonance,” 222–23.
28. Ibid., 230. Ashment’s internal quotation is from Howard C. Kee, Miracle in the
Early Christian World: A Study in Sociohistorical Method (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1983), 3.
29. Douglas F. Salmon, “Parallelomania and the Study of Latter-day Scripture: Conﬁrmation, Coincidence, or the Collective Unconscious?” Dialogue 33/2 (2000): 154–55.
See William J. Hamblin’s review of Salmon’s article in “Joseph or Jung? A Response to
Douglas Salmon,” FARMS Review of Books 13/2 (2001): 87–104. Believers in the Book of
Mormon and the Book of Abraham have every reason to move cautiously when citing
parallels in support of their belief because the use of parallels is a two-edged sword. Critics of the Book of Mormon, for example, have long cited parallels between that book of
scripture and Ethan Smith’s View of the Hebrews (published before the Book of Mormon)
as evidence that Joseph Smith borrowed freely from Ethan Smith. Similarly, Thomas E.
Donofrio has recently attempted to prove that Joseph Smith drew on such sources as
David Ramsay’s Life of George Washington and Mercy Otis Warren’s History of the Rise,
Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution in producing the Book of Mormon. Donofrio cites phrases common to both the Book of Mormon and either Ramsey
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Latter-day Saint scholars John Gee and Stephen D. Ricks share this
concern, noting that “an incautious search for parallel material can often degenerate into a wild grab for anything, no matter how remote.”³⁰
They go on to make a distinction between historical plausibility and
historical possibility and suggest several categories relevant to the study
of parallels. I believe other Latter-day Saint scholars would do well to
keep these kinds of issues in mind when they discuss ancient parallels
to the Book of Mormon or the Book of Abraham. Still, Ashment does
not ask the obvious question: If focusing on parallels can be a way of
dodging the issue of the translation of the Book of Abraham, isn’t it also
possible that focusing on the translation can be a way of dodging the issue of parallels? Wouldn’t it be better to focus on both? But like virtually
all critics of the Book of Abraham, Ashment seems unwilling to deal
with this question: Does the Book of Abraham oﬀer internal evidence
that it is indeed an ancient text?
Instead, Ashment concludes that the “parallel school” has no
value whatsoever: “It is therefore suggested that such means of dealing
with the dissonance concerning the Book of Abraham be abandoned.”
In reaching this conclusion, however, Ashment makes what I see as a
very curious statement: “The attempt to demonstrate the historicity of
the Book of Abraham by means of searching far and wide for parallels
is suspect because of its complete disregard for the cultural, temporal,
and spatial matrices of the material it uses.”³¹
The question is, why is it even possible to search “far and wide” and
ﬁnd parallels to the Book of Abraham? Facsimile 3 is a good example. If
Joseph Smith is totally without a clue in translating Egyptian (which, in
the view of Ritner and Ashment, might be putting it mildly) and has no
idea what Facsimile 3 really means (enthroned Osiris with the female
Isis), how in the world does he make a wild guess (Abraham expounding
or Warren, such as “the cause of liberty,” “in the cause of their country,” “surrendered
themselves prisoners of war,” and “supply of provisions,” concluding that “the tally of
similarities begin[s] to defy random chance.” Donofrio’s material is at the following Web
site: www.post-mormons.com/tories.htm (accessed 6 April 2004).
30. Gee and Ricks, “Historical Plausibility,” 67.
31. Ashment, “Reducing Dissonance,” 231.
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on astronomy while sitting on Pharaoh’s throne) that makes perfect
sense in the context of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic texts?
It looks to me like Ashment’s point about “far and wide” works
against him here. If Joseph is simply making things up, why should
we expect to ﬁnd any parallels conﬁrming his version? What does
it mean if Abraham teaching astronomy to the Egyptians is found
in such diverse sources as Eupolemus (a Jew or Samaritan in Palestine in the mid-second century BC) and Ioannes Zonaras (a twelfthcentury Byzantine historian) and if Abraham sitting on a throne is
found in such sources as the Midrash Rabbah (a rabbinic commentary
composed around the ﬁfth century AD)?³² Do such disparate parallels damage the theory that the Book of Abraham contains ancient
elements? It seems to me that the more parallels one ﬁnds, the more
one is inclined to take a more careful look at the content of the Book
of Abraham. After all, the Latter-day Saint scholars are not making
assertions about source and derivation (that one document derived
from another), which are perhaps the most controversial and problematic claims made by those guilty of “parallelomania.” Rather, they
are simply oﬀering parallels claimed to conﬁrm ancient elements in
the Book of Abraham.
This discussion of parallels is crucial because both Ritner and
Ashment seem intent on making two points: ﬁrst, Joseph Smith failed
in his attempt to translate Egyptian, and second, the Book of Abraham is not an ancient text. Further, they take the ﬁrst point as a given
(which it is not) and apparently believe it automatically proves the second point. Ritner, of course, oﬀers no evidence that he even knows
about the extrabiblical traditions related to the Book of Abraham, but
he makes his conclusions clear when he calls Joseph’s interpretations
“nonsense” and “uninspired fantasies.” And although Ashment brings
up the subject of parallels, he accuses Hugh Nibley of “parallelomania” and concludes that apologists are “unnecessarily archaizing” the
Book of Abraham.³³
32. Tvedtnes, Hauglid, and Gee, Traditions, 8–9, 97, 261.
33. Ashment, “Reducing Dissonance,” 230, 231.
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“By analogy,” continues Ashment, “because the movies The Sword
in the Stone and Camelot contain the name of King Arthur, the ‘parallelomania’ approach would accept them as valid evidence in establishing the historicity of the book King Arthur and the Knights of the Round
Table.”³⁴ But this is a false analogy. The screenwriters of the movies
had access to King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, so similarities prove nothing. An accurate analogy would have an author (call
him Ishmael) claiming to restore a medieval text about Arthur (call
it the Book of Arthur). Ishmael’s book parallels King Arthur and the
Knights of the Round Table in certain scenes but also creates new ones.
Later, these newly created scenes are found to parallel medieval texts
about Arthur unavailable to Ishmael. Wouldn’t the natural response
be to examine the whole issue more carefully and start asking questions rather than insisting that the Book of Arthur cannot be authentic
because Ishmael failed in his attempt to translate Old English?
How can we possibly begin to determine whether the Book of
Abraham is an authentic ancient text without closely examining the
text itself? Do Ritner and Ashment mean to suggest that once the
Book of Breathings is shown to be an Egyptian funerary document
with no connection to Abraham that the issue of whether the Book of
Abraham is ancient or modern is settled and that no further research
is necessary?
The so-called apologists have compiled an impressive collection of
texts from Jewish, Christian, and Muslim sources that apparently parallel extrabiblical elements of the Book of Abraham. These elements
range from Terah returning to idol worship, to an angel rescuing
Abraham from death, to Abraham seeing premortal spirits.³⁵ Ashment
makes a good point when he says that such documents have to be read
in their full context to see if they are actually parallel. As Samuel Sandmel says, “Detailed study is the criterion, and the detailed study ought
to respect the context and not be limited to juxtaposing mere excerpts.
Two passages may sound the same in splendid isolation from their
34. Ibid., 230–31.
35. See index A to Tvedtnes, Hauglid, and Gee, Traditions.
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context, but when seen in context reﬂect diﬀerence rather than similarity.”³⁶ But Ashment’s claim that a sound methodology is needed is
hardly evidence that the whole enterprise ought to be abandoned. The
only reasonable thing to do is to examine these claims and see if actual
parallels exist. If so, we can then look at possible explanations for these
parallels—such as literary borrowing by Joseph Smith, coincidence, a
Jungian collective unconscious, or genuine prophetic insight.³⁷
Ritner’s failure to even mention the subject of parallels is a major
ﬂaw in his work.
Egyptian Origins
Seeing any discussion of parallels as a smoke screen, Ashment
concludes “there is no factual basis to the rationalizations which have
been devised to explain away the dissonance caused to the Book of
Abraham by the Joseph Smith Egyptian Papers and by the Joseph
Smith Papyri.”³⁸ The heart of this dissonance, or lack of agreement,
is the fact that according to such Egyptologists as Wilson, Baer, and
Ritner, the Joseph Smith Papyri have absolutely nothing to do with the
prophet Abraham.
Ritner and Ashment see this as the ﬁnal nail—indeed the only
nail needed—in the coﬃn. As Ritner puts it, Joseph Smith’s interpretations “are defended only with the forfeiture of scholarly judgment
and credibility” (JNES, p. 176 n. 128).
The Kirtland Egyptian Papers and translations of the Joseph
Smith Papyri are quite problematic for believers in Joseph Smith’s
story. The discovery of the papyri seemed like the perfect chance to
put Joseph’s claim of divine powers to the test. So when respected professors of Egyptology ﬁnd no conﬁrmation of Joseph’s interpretation,
disillusionment or dissonance certainly results. These diﬃculties as36. Samuel Sandmel, “Parallelomania,” in Two Living Traditions: Essays on Religion
and the Bible (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1972), 293. This essay was originally
published in the Journal of Biblical Literature 31 (1962): 1–13.
37. Salmon, “Parallelomania,” and Cook, “Book of Abraham,” suggest these possible
explanations.
38. Ashment, “Reducing Dissonance,” 231.
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sociated with the Book of Abraham have been the catalyst for some
Saints losing their faith.
But the leading scholar on the Book of Abraham, Hugh Nibley,
had what I believe to be a profound insight when he said: “The two
rules to follow here are 1) to ask the right questions, and 2) to keep
looking.” He then goes on to identify what he sees as “the one question which the Book of Abraham confronts us with before all others[.]
Simply this: Is it a true history?”³⁹
I agree that this is the best question to ask. Nibley asks another
question that brings the whole discussion right back to where Ritner
and Ashment want to keep it—Egypt: “Is there anything to the proposition (suggested long after J. S. published it) that Abraham wrote an
autobiography in Egypt or under very strong Egyptian inﬂuence? Are
the Testament of Abraham and the Apocalypse of Abraham attempts
(cir. the 1C A.D.) to reproduce the autobiography? Was it originally illustrated by vignettes from the Egyptian Book of the Dead? Believe it
or not, all these questions are being answered in the aﬃrmative today
by serious students.”⁴⁰
An autobiography of Abraham illustrated by vignettes from the
Book of the Dead? Here is a possible parallel that Ashment cannot
reasonably chalk up to “parallelomania.” Quite the opposite, it bears
directly on the Book of Abraham because Joseph claimed to restore a
ﬁrst-person account from Abraham and because several fragments of
the Joseph Smith Papyri are from the Book of the Dead. Surely this
is something any serious student of the Book of Abraham ought to
investigate.
39. Hugh Nibley, “The Facsimiles of the Book of Abraham: A Response,” Sunstone,
December 1979, 51. Nibley was responding to Edward H. Ashment’s article “The Facsimiles of the Book of Abraham: A Reappraisal” in the same issue of Sunstone, 33–48.
“It is signiﬁcant to realize that the prophet’s connection with the Joseph Smith Egyptian
Papers does not necessarily mean that the latter constituted the material from which he
produced the Book of Abraham,” writes Ashment (“Facsimiles,” 44), who, I believe, eﬀectively undercuts some of his later arguments (after he had apparently changed his mind
on some things).
40. Nibley, “Facsimiles of the Book of Abraham,” 51, emphasis added. In the original,
Nibley’s parenthetical phrase “suggested long after J. S. published it” is mistakenly set oﬀ
in brackets.
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Take one of Nibley’s examples, the Testament of Abraham. A text
of Jewish (possibly Essene) origin likely composed around the ﬁrst
century AD, the testament survives in two Greek critical revisions or
recensions, A and B (thought to derive from a common source, although neither is dependent on the other). The testament basically
tells the story of the angel Michael being sent by God to prepare Abraham for his death and accompany his soul to heaven. Not ready to die,
Abraham arranges a bargain with Michael that allows them to see
the entire world. Biblical scholar James R. Mueller comments that “an
Egyptian provenience for the Testament has been widely accepted.”⁴¹
In one scene of the testament, Abraham and Michael see Abel,
the son of Adam, sitting on a throne “to judge all the creation and to
examine righteous and sinners.” Next to Abel sit “two angels, the one
on the right and the one on the left, these are those who record the
sins and the righteous deeds.” The two angels are identiﬁed as Dokiel
and Puruel.⁴²
In a dissertation on the Testament of Abraham, the French scholar
Francis Schmidt compares the testament with two psychostasy (judgment) scenes in Egyptian papyri: The Book of the Dead of Pamonthes
(AD 63) and The Tale of Satni-Khamois (AD 50–100). “Osiris is seated
on a throne of ﬁne gold. Flanking him are the 24 ‘assessors.’ Before
him is a table laden with lotus ﬂowers. In the middle of the room is
a balance in which good and evil deeds are weighed. Anubis watches
the oscillation of the needle, and Thot records the result of the weighing (in Pamonthes, he reads a book). The monster of Amente waits to
devour the wicked.”⁴³
Schmidt believes there are deﬁnite parallels between Osiris and
Abel and between Anubis and Dokiel. In fact, he “ﬁnds counterparts to
41. James R. Mueller, “Testament of Abraham,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed.
David Noel Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 1:44.
42. Michael E. Stone, trans., The Testament of Abraham: The Greek Recensions (Missoula, MT: Society of Biblical Literature, 1972), 33–35. The quoted excerpt is from Recension A.
43. As reported in George W. E. Nickelsburg Jr., “Eschatology in the Testament of
Abraham: A Study of the Judgment Scene in the Two Recensions,” in Studies on the Testament of Abraham, ed. George W. E. Nickelsburg Jr. (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press,
1972), 32.
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most of the elements in [the Testament of Abraham] in a single Egyptian source. In both of the documents that he cites, he ﬁnds the judge
on a throne of gold; a table before him; the weighing of the souls/deeds
by a counterpart of Dokiel; the divine scribe; and possibly a counterpart to the punishing angels.”⁴⁴ Schmidt is thus theorizing that a scene
in a Jewish story about Abraham actually had its origins in an Egyptian vignette that portrayed Osiris, the Egyptian god of the dead, and
Anubis, the Egyptian jackal-headed god and patron of embalming.
All of this sounds familiar. Turning back to Ritner, we note that he
described Facsimile 1 of the Joseph Smith Papyri as “a scene of Anubis
tending Osiris on the funerary bier” (JNES, p. 161). The Joseph Smith
Papyri date to the same era as the papyri mentioned by Schmidt (with
the JSP possibly dating to the ﬁrst half of the second century BC or approximately three hundred years prior to Schmidt’s judgment scenes).
Lastly, an Egyptologist could legitimately say of either Schmidt’s psychostasy scene or Joseph Smith’s Facsimile 1 that “it has nothing to do
with Abraham.”
The Testament of Abraham was not available in English until almost ﬁfty years after Joseph Smith’s death. Does this prove the Book
of Abraham authentic? No, but this whole area is ripe for research and
reporting by scholars such as Ritner and Ashment. They could, for
example, respond to the question, Is it possible that the Joseph Smith
Facsimiles 1 and 3 were used to illustrate a Ptolemaic/Roman era account of Abraham?⁴⁵ To the best of my knowledge, however, neither
of them has anything at all to say on the Testament of Abraham.
44. Ibid., 33–34. Nickelsburg notes that Schmidt’s case “is not without its problems”
and points out areas in which the Jewish and Egyptian stories are not parallel (ibid., 34).
45. Such a suggestion, of course, necessitates dealing with the critics’ claim that Joseph Smith believed the papyri to be a document actually written by Abraham (problematic because virtually everyone agrees that the JSP date to within one or two hundred
years before or after Christ). As Gee points out in his article, “Eyewitness, Hearsay, and
Physical Evidence,” 194–95, Charles Francis Adams quoted Joseph Smith diﬀerently than
Josiah Quincy did, and Quincy (a chief source of the critics’ claim that Joseph believed
the papyri to be four thousand years old) garbled Joseph Smith’s words in his reporting.
Furthermore, it would make perfect sense for a Ptolemaic/Roman copy of Abraham’s
writings to include the phrase “written by the hand of Abraham.”
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“A Jewish Substitute for the Pagan God Osiris”
In 1964 the biblical scholar K. Grobel pointed out another intriguing parallel between the Old Testament prophet Abraham and
the Egyptian Book of the Dead.⁴⁶ Grobel’s main text is the parable of
the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16:19–31:
There was a certain rich man, which was clothed in purple
and ﬁne linen, and fared sumptuously every day: And there
was a certain beggar named Lazarus, which was laid at his gate,
full of sores, And desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell
from the rich man’s table: moreover the dogs came and licked
his sores. And it came to pass, that the beggar died, and was
carried by the angels into Abraham’s bosom: the rich man also
died, and was buried; And in hell he lift up his eyes, being in
torments, and seeth Abraham afar oﬀ, and Lazarus in his bosom. And he cried and said, Father Abraham, have mercy on
me, and send Lazarus, that he may dip the tip of his ﬁnger in
water, and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this ﬂame.
But Abraham said, Son, remember that thou in thy lifetime
receivedst thy good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things:
but now he is comforted, and thou art tormented. And beside
all this, between us and you there is a great gulf ﬁxed: so that
they which would pass from hence to you cannot; neither can
they pass to us, that would come from thence. Then he said, I
pray thee therefore, father, that thou wouldst send him to my
father’s house: For I have ﬁve brethren; that he may testify unto
them, lest they also come into this place of torment. Abraham
saith unto him, They have Moses and the prophets; let them
hear them. And he said, Nay, father Abraham: but if one went
unto them from the dead, they will repent. And he said unto
him, If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they
be persuaded though one rose from the dead.
46. K. Grobel, “ ‘. . . Whose Name Was Neves,’ ” New Testament Studies 10 (1963–64):
373–82.
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Grobel notes a number of “perplexities” associated with this parable (for example, “The gospels nowhere else imply that at death ‘the
angels’ carry the person away somewhere”) and suggests that “some
of our perplexities may go back to an alien religion, an alien language,
and an alien culture” (as opposed to a Jewish or Christian tradition).
Furthermore, adds Grobel, “Gressman proposed a lost Egyptian original whose closest descendant is the Demotic tale of Satme.”⁴⁷
In this Demotic version, which was recorded on papyrus around
AD 50–100, a young man named Si-Osiris leads his father through
the seven halls of Amnte, the abode of the dead. “In the ﬁfth they
see a man in torment, the pivot of the door being ﬁxed in his right
eye-socket, because of which he prays and grievously laments. In the
seventh they see Osiris enthroned, the great god, Ruler of Amnte, and
near him a man clad in ﬁne linen and evidently of very high rank. SiOsiris identiﬁes the latter to his father as the miserably buried pauper
of Memphis and the tormented one as the sumptuously buried rich
man. . . . The boy also explicitly adds that Osiris had ordered the rich
burial-linen of the magnate to be given to the former pauper to wear
in Amnte.”⁴⁸
Discussing parallels between the Lukan account and the Demotic
papyrus, Grobel notes that the “classiﬁed compartments strongly
suggest the classiﬁed halls or courtyards in Satme’s Amnte and Book
of the Dead 147. How about the water? The Demotic story does not
mention it, but the association of Osiris with water is constant. . . .
The Book of the Dead . . . lets Osiris say, ‘I am the man who covereth
thy head and who poureth cold water upon thy palm.’ ” Grobel then
reaches a conclusion that has to bring a double take for any student of
the Book of Abraham: “ ‘Abraham’ must be a Jewish substitute for the
pagan god Osiris.”⁴⁹
47. Ibid., 374–75, emphasis in original. Demotic is “an Egyptian script that developed out of hieratic that was used for business documents in the Nile Delta region. The
earliest dated example comes from 657 B.C. and the latest comes from A.D. 457, over a
century after Christianity became the oﬃcial religion of Egypt.” Gee, Guide, 63.
48. Grobel, “ ‘. . . Whose Name Was Neves,’ ” 376–78.
49. Ibid., 380.
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It is diﬃcult to imagine a more striking comparison than to equate
Osiris with Abraham. What was Joseph Smith’s interpretation of the
person lying on the lion couch in Facsimile 1? “Abraham fastened upon
an altar” (Facsimile 1, explanation). What was Ritner’s interpretation?
“Osiris on the funerary bier” (JNES, p. 161). Again, according to Joseph
Smith, what was the meaning of the ﬁgure on the throne in Facsimile 3?
“Abraham sitting upon Pharaoh’s throne, by the politeness of the king,
with a crown upon his head, representing the Priesthood, as emblematical of the grand Presidency in Heaven; with the scepter of justice and
judgment in his hand” (Facsimile 3, explanation). What was Ritner’s
interpretation? “Enthroned Osiris” (JNES, p. 162).⁵⁰
Here we have a scholar who is not a Latter-day Saint, completely
independent of “Nibley and his acolytes,” concluding that Abraham
was a substitute for Osiris. Then we have Joseph Smith, who, according to Ritner, could not possibly have known anything about the original meaning of the papyri, somehow managing to equate Abraham
with Osiris not once but twice—as well as creating a nonbiblical story
about the great patriarch that in detail after startling detail is consistent with ancient traditions. There is something happening here, and
whatever all of this ultimately means, it certainly reveals for the present that Ritner’s treatment is superﬁcial, neglecting areas that deserve
in-depth scholarly research and discussion. I believe he would make a
valuable contribution by continuing to look at the Book of Abraham
and asking new questions, not in a partisan frame of mind similar to
Jerald and Sandra Tanner but in an openness of spirit similar to the
great scholars of the past. William James comes to mind.

50. For an excellent discussion of how a Jewish redactor may have used the facsimiles, see Kevin L. Barney, “The Facsimiles and Semitic Adaptation of Egyptian Sources,”
in Astronomy, Papyrus, and Covenant, ed. John Gee and Brian M. Hauglid (Provo, UT:
FARMS, forthcoming).
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T

he message of the book of Isaiah is simple. It can be summarized in one word: Repent. Isaiah invited the children of Israel
in his own day and in the future to repent of their sins through the
atonement of the Messiah and recommit themselves to live the covenants they had entered into with the Holy One of Israel. In order to
motivate the children of the covenant to repent, Isaiah described the
consequences of their behavior: blessings for the obedient and curses
for the disobedient. Throughout his writings, Isaiah described for
ancients and moderns alike the course of events that would unfold
in the future, including destruction and restoration, scattering and
gathering, the coming of the Messiah as the Suﬀering Servant and
then as the Millennial King, and ultimate judgment leading to salvation or damnation.
Ideally, a reader could access and implement Isaiah’s message
simply by reading and studying the sublime poetry in the sixty-six
chapters of his writings. The power of his prophecies and the persuasiveness of his poetry should interest us and move us to do what the
Lord would have us do—repent and turn to the Lord and his ways. The
Review of Avraham Gileadi. Isaiah Decoded: Ascending the Ladder
to Heaven. Escondido, CA: Hebraeus, 2002. xviii + 365 pp. $26.95.
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importance of the writings of Isaiah for Latter-day Saints was further
emphasized by the Savior when he commanded us to study Isaiah:
“And now, behold, I say unto you, that ye ought to search these things.
Yea, a commandment I give unto you that ye search these things diligently; for great are the words of Isaiah” (3 Nephi 23:1). And so Latterday Saints are left with the commandment to study Isaiah, but at the
same time they do not know quite how to go about it.
Commentaries
Isaiah’s writings are diﬃcult for many reasons. Even in Nephi’s
time his people had encountered diﬃculties in reading and understanding Isaiah: “For behold, Isaiah spake many things which were
hard for many of my people to understand; for they know not concerning the manner of prophesying among the Jews” (2 Nephi 25:1).
In order to help their people better understand Isaiah’s writings, Nephi, Jacob, Abinadi, the Savior, and others left detailed interpretations
of Isaiah in the Book of Mormon. Further, the New Testament and
the Doctrine and Covenants contain many passages from Isaiah that
include some interpretation, and modern prophets, beginning with
Joseph Smith, have made a host of statements about Isaiah. But these
inspired writings have not proven adequate for the Saints to understand Isaiah—hence the plethora of Latter-day Saint commentaries
on Isaiah and his writings. These commentaries are often published
every four years to coincide with the Sunday School course of study
and come in all shapes and sizes and with a variety of approaches.
Some are scholarly, some are more popular, and some are a mixture of
the two. The most common approach is to use a variety of quotations
from ancient and modern prophets and General Authorities to explain each passage. Another approach is to use the writings of Isaiah
as a springboard to discuss gospel topics. Gileadi’s work is distinctive
in that it is a “holistic approach”—it attempts to read and understand
passages in Isaiah in light of their relationship to the writings of Isaiah
as a whole.
Avraham Gileadi is apparently the most proliﬁc Latter-day Saint
Isaiah scholar. He has set about to help the Saints understand Isaiah’s
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teachings. His latest book, Isaiah Decoded: Ascending the Ladder to
Heaven, is the seventh major work he has written on Isaiah.¹ In this
book he emphasizes how to go about applying Isaiah’s teachings to
our lives.
To those who are not already acquainted with Gileadi, his story is
a fascinating one.² Avraham Gileadi was born in the Netherlands during World War II to a non–Latter-day Saint family who immigrated to
New Zealand after the war. After spending some time as a musician,
Gileadi turned back to his Catholic roots. In 1968, following a period
of religious activity and introspection, he decided to leave New Zealand and move to Israel, where he eventually studied at a rabbinical
school. He learned Hebrew and Jewish exegesis. Eventually he converted to Judaism as a believer in Jesus as the Messiah and became a
citizen of Israel. In Israel, Gileadi found a Book of Mormon and was
converted and baptized into the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints. In 1973 he came to Brigham Young University to study; he also
taught Hebrew for several years and was employed working on the
footnotes for the 1979 Latter-day Saint edition of the Bible. In 1981
Gileadi received his PhD at BYU in ancient studies, having written his
dissertation on the book of Isaiah.
1. In chronological order, Gileadi’s books are (1) The Apocalyptic Book of Isaiah: A
New Translation with Interpretative Key (Provo: UT: Hebraeus, 1982); (2) The Book of Isaiah: A New Translation with Interpretive Keys from the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1988); (3) The Last Days: Types and Shadows from the Bible and the Book of
Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1991), reprinted in a new edition with foreword
by Hugh Nibley (Orem, UT: Book of Mormon Research Foundation, 1998); (4) The Literary Message of Isaiah (New York: Hebraeus, 1994); (5) The End from the Beginning: The
Apocalyptic Vision of Isaiah (Cave Junction, OR: Hebraeus, 1997)—a simpliﬁed presentation of Isaiah’s key themes, literary structures, types, covenant theology, main characters,
and patterns of end time prophecy as presented comprehensively in The Literary Message of
Isaiah (4 above); (6) Analytical Commentary of Isaiah (Escondido, CA: Hebraeus, 2001)—
twenty-four cassettes in two folders with study guides, translation, and Gileadi’s verse-byverse commentary of the book of Isaiah; and (7) Isaiah Decoded: Ascending the Ladder to
Heaven (Escondido, CA: Hebraeus, 2002). In addition, Gileadi edited a Festschrift in honor
of his mentor R. K. Harrison, Israel’s Apostasy and Restoration: Essays in Honor of Roland
K. Harrison (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1988).
2. A very brief autobiographical statement appears as the preface in The Book of
Isaiah: A New Translation, xiii–xvi.
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In the course of his studies, Gileadi was able to go to the Toronto
School of Theology to study with R. K. Harrison—a renowned conservative biblical scholar. Harrison was a staunch advocate of the unity of
the book of Isaiah—a view signiﬁcant for Latter-day Saints. Much of
the scholarly world believes that Isaiah was written by two, three, or
more authors in diﬀerent places and at diﬀerent times. Since portions
from both First and Second Isaiah appear in the Book of Mormon,
Latter-day Saints tend to believe in the unity of Isaiah.³ Harrison introduced Gileadi to the work of William Brownlee, who had found a
powerful argument for the unity of Isaiah in a two-part division of the
book of Isaiah—each division containing seven categories of parallel
subject matter.⁴ In his dissertation, Gileadi used Brownlee’s idea of
the unity of Isaiah as a central feature called the “biﬁd structure of
the book of Isaiah.”⁵ Thus Gileadi’s approach to Isaiah is a holistic
one. Presuming the unity of Isaiah, he seeks to interpret each passage
within the whole of the writings of Isaiah.
At one point in his studies, Gileadi was challenged by his teacher
Hugh Nibley to make a new translation of Isaiah and to attempt to
interpret Isaiah the way the scriptures do. For example, Nephi in his
writings gave us several keys to reading and understanding Isaiah.
First, in 2 Nephi 25 he tells us to know and use “the manner of prophesying among the Jews” (2 Nephi 25:1, 5). Then he tells us that the
writings of Isaiah are plain to “all those that are ﬁlled with the spirit
of prophecy” (2 Nephi 25:4), and ﬁnally, he tells us that Isaiah’s
prophecies will become clear when they are fulﬁlled (2 Nephi 25:7).
Elsewhere, Nephi instructs us to interpret Isaiah both spiritually and
temporally (1 Nephi 22:1–3) and, perhaps most important, to “liken”
the teachings of Isaiah to ourselves (1 Nephi 19:23; 2 Nephi 11:2, 8).
Throughout his work, Gileadi has attempted to implement each of
3. For a Latter-day Saint discussion of the authorship of Isaiah, see Victor L. Ludlow, Isaiah: Prophet, Seer, and Poet (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1982), 541–48.
4. William H. Brownlee, The Meaning of the Qumrân Scrolls for the Bible (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1964).
5. Avraham Gileadi, “A Holistic Structure of the Book of Isaiah” (PhD diss.,
Brigham Young University, 1981), 11.
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these keys. In particular Gileadi tries to read Isaiah according to the
“manner of the things of the Jews,” in part because he has had formal
training in such interpretation. He describes his methodology thus:
Since then, over the course of the years I have devoted to studying Isaiah, I have discovered many literary features, each of
which helps explain Isaiah’s theological message. During this
time, I formulated a holistic methodology I ﬁnd equally effective in the book of Isaiah, the Book of Mormon, and other
scriptural texts. This methodology consists of, ﬁrst, structural
analysis, which examines blocks of material, such as chapters,
groups of chapters, and overarching ideas, as well as forms of
speech, poems, chiasms, and parallelisms; second, typological analysis, which examines patterns, types, cycles, phenomena, and contexts; and third, rhetorical analysis, which examines language, deﬁnitions, terms, motifs, code names, linking
ideas, and imagery. This three-fold method, which lends itself
naturally to the study of the scriptures, incorporates the manner of the Jews without limiting itself to it.⁶
This approach is followed in each of Gileadi’s diﬀerent works on Isaiah.
Following his dissertation, Gileadi began to write primarily for
Latter-day Saint audiences in order to help them better understand and
appreciate the writings of Isaiah. His ﬁrst work, The Apocalyptic Book of
Isaiah, presents several of his keys to understanding Isaiah. His second
book, The Book of Isaiah, is largely a repeat of the ideas of the ﬁrst book
with an expanded recognition of the role of the Book of Mormon in
interpreting Isaiah. In his third book, The Last Days, Gileadi sets out to
inspire the Saints who are living in the latter days when Isaiah’s prophecies are being fulﬁlled to better live the teachings of Isaiah. This book
consists of four essays arranged according to the common themes of the
prophetic books in the Bible: apostasy, restoration, judgment, and salvation. In Nibley-like style,⁷ Gileadi ﬁrst addresses apostasy in “Twelve
6. Gileadi, Book of Isaiah: A New Translation, xvi.
7. See Gileadi, Last Days, 7.
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Diatribes of Modern Israel” in which he points out the parallels between twelve forms of idolatry known in ancient Israel and the behavioral patterns of many Latter-day Saints. This essay, originally published
in the Festschrift in honor of Hugh Nibley, had the eﬀect of oﬀending
many who were attached to some of those things Gileadi points out as
idolatry—violence and sex, rock music, organized sports, mammon,
and pharisaism. On the other hand, this essay attracted many from
conservative and ultraconservative backgrounds to follow Gileadi. The
second essay, “The Great and Marvelous Work Yet to Come Forth,” addressed the restoration; the third, “Gentiles of the House of Israel,” the
theme of judgment; and the fourth, “Priesthood, Patriarchy, and Proxy
Salvation,” the theme of salvation.
In terms of his biblical scholarship, Gileadi’s fourth book, The
Literary Message of Isaiah, is his masterwork.⁸ In this massive volume, Gileadi puts forth his translation of Isaiah with a close and
comprehensive review and explanation of the whole of Isaiah using
his threefold method of interpretation: structural, typological, and
rhetorical. While this book was written, advertised, and sold to a
wide scholarly audience, Gileadi does not hesitate to quote the Book
of Mormon in his text—which must have been somewhat of a surprise to some of the Christian scholars who bought the book from
advertisements found in academic book catalogs.
In his ﬁfth book, The End from the Beginning, Gileadi presents a
simpliﬁed version of The Literary Message of Isaiah for a nonscholarly
audience. In the interim Gileadi edited a Festschrift in honor of his
teacher R. K. Harrison, Israel’s Apostasy and Restoration, and produced a set of cassette tapes, Analytical Commentary of Isaiah, which
includes Gileadi’s translation of Isaiah, his study guides, and his verseby-verse commentary on the book of Isaiah.
This, then, is Gileadi’s seventh work speciﬁcally on Isaiah. It bears
a provocative title: Isaiah Decoded: Ascending the Ladder to Heaven.
The title is a loaded one for several reasons. First, Isaiah is always a
catchword for readers; second, the word Code or Decoded has in re8. David Rolph Seely, review of The Literary Message of Isaiah, by Avraham Gileadi,
FARMS Review of Books 8/1 (1996): 69–79.
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cent years been associated with the sensational claims of the so-called
Bible Code and its detractors’ counterclaims and is currently linked
with the book The Da Vinci Code. And who could resist the subtitle
Ascending the Ladder to Heaven? In spite of its sensational allusions,
the title reﬂects the practical aim of the book: to make the message of
Isaiah intelligible—so that the readers can repent of their sins—and
through repentance ascend to heaven. In this work Gileadi emphasizes Nephi’s key of “likening” Isaiah to ourselves and his key of recognizing the truthfulness of Isaiah’s prophecies in the day that they
are fulﬁlled. Once again this is his attempt to get his readers to pay
attention to the central message of Isaiah and repent.
Gileadi describes the aim of the book:
A problem many scholars face, myself included, is that they
spend years researching and publishing things nobody sees
except the academic community among which they publish.
For example, my life’s work in scriptural analysis—called The
Literary Message of Isaiah—though considered by leading
American scholars to be a major breakthrough and at the cutting edge of Bible studies, was published in a scholarly style
that is hard for the average person to read.
This book, then, attempts to put into plain terms a complex but amazing message by a prophet-poet of extraordinary
talent. I believe that no one else comes close to Isaiah in conveying a message so relevant to the times in which we live and
to our divine destiny as children of God. (pp. xvii–xviii)
The metaphor of the ascent to heaven is an accurate representation
of the plan of salvation as described in the scriptures. The purpose of
the plan of salvation is to allow God’s children to come to earth and to
exercise their agency in choosing to follow either God or Satan. Based
on their use of agency, they then ascend back to heaven to reenter the
presence of God, or they descend to a lesser glory to inherit a place
outside the presence of God.
The theme of ascending to heaven is found in many religious traditions. Based on the scriptural and extrabiblical stories of Enoch,
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Abraham, Jacob, Moses, Elijah, Isaiah, and Ezekiel, the three major
religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam all preserved texts and
traditions that describe the ascent to heaven and often the descent
to the underworld as well. These texts often describe and prescribe
how an adherent is to go about making the ascent—both before and
after death.
Gileadi considers the metaphor of “ascending to heaven” an apt
one for Latter-day Saints—as freeing our spirits “for that ﬂight to
heaven which God has invited every one of us to make” (p. 5). He
states that his model of ascent is derived from Isaiah but closely follows the ideas of Jewish mysticism found in the Kabbalah, which often attempted to systematically understand the world and to achieve
the goal of returning to the presence of God. Gileadi explains: “A
key character trait kabbalists attribute to God—‘crown’—parallels
Isaiah’s key theme of ‘exaltation,’ expressing God’s essential nature
and humanity’s divine potential” (p. 40). He further notes that one
of the models of the kabbalists is the tree of life, which depicts God
with his attributes at the top and his children created four levels
below him. Progress is made by ascending through the levels—like
climbing a ladder—as one absorbs the character traits pertaining to
each level (p. 40). Isaiah, according to Gileadi, has a more reﬁned
model than the kabbalists. Isaiah’s model includes a “reverse kabbalist model—a ‘Tree of Death’—ending in ‘ruin,’ ‘disinheritance,’
‘punishment,’ ‘suﬀering,’ and ‘humiliation’ ” (p. 41). Thus Gileadi
discusses both the possible ascent to heaven and the possible descent
to spiritual destruction and death.
In Isaiah Decoded, Gileadi identiﬁes seven levels (or categories)
as rungs on a ladder ascending toward God, who sits at the top. Each
of the levels or rungs represents a set of spiritual characteristics, and
the idea is that people ascend or descend as they attain these characteristics and gain either salvation or damnation. So true salvation,
and ultimately exaltation, results when people repent of their sins,
perfect themselves, and ascend to heaven, or the reverse: continue
in their sins and rebellion and descend toward hell. Gileadi’s levels
are as follow:
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Isaiah’s Ladder to Heaven
Spiritual Level
The God of Israel
Seraphim
Sons and Daughters
Zion/Jerusalem
Jacob/Israel
Babylon
King of Assyria/Babylon

Characteristics
King of Zion
God’s Angelic Messengers
God’s Sons/Servants, Proxy Deliverers
God’s Covenant People
Believers in a Creator-God
Rebels and Worshipers of Idols
Archtyrant, Candidate for Perdition (see
pp. vii–x, 24)

Actually, these categories are derived from Gileadi’s study of the biﬁd—
or parallel—structure of the book of Isaiah, which is based on seven
parallel themes that are chiastically arranged in each of the two halves
of the book of Isaiah. The biﬁd structure of Isaiah can be simply illustrated as follows:
Themes
1. Ruin and Rebirth
2. Rebellion and Compliance
3. Punishment and Deliverance
4. Humiliation and Exaltation
5. Suﬀering and Salvation
6. Disloyalty and Loyalty
7. Disinheritance and Inheritance

Chapters in Isaiah
1–5//34–35
6–8//36–40
9–12//41:1–46:13b
13–23//46:13c–47:15
24–27//48–54
28–31//55–59
32–33//60–66 (p. 18)

One can readily see that the seven themes consist of pairs of opposites
or reversals such as ruin and rebirth, humiliation and exaltation, suffering and salvation, and disinheritance and inheritance. The idea is
that Isaiah arranged his material in such a way that he teaches about
salvation and invites God’s children to come to salvation through a
series of choices between opposites. From these themes in Isaiah’s
writings, Gileadi has extracted his seven spiritual levels.
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Gileadi thus postulates seven rungs of a ladder to heaven. The book
consists of nine chapters: an introduction, a conclusion, and seven
chapters devoted to the description and discussion of the spiritual
characteristics of each level on the ladder and the journey of ascent
or descent. According to Gileadi, Isaiah describes each of these levels
with types—either nations (such as Assyria, Babylon, Egypt, Israel, and
Zion) or individuals (such as Adam and Eve, Enoch, Abraham, Moses,
and Isaiah)—that adopted the spiritual characteristics of each level.
These types then provide models for those seeking to ascend or descend. The nations such as Babylon and Zion represent both places and
peoples as well as a set of accompanying values that identify them.
Each of these seven levels represents one of the major types developed by Isaiah. The lowest level is characterized by those who accept
the values of Satan, and the top is that of God. In the lowest level,
the kings of Assyria and Babylon represent people who have accepted
and cultivated the values of the adversary as described in Isaiah 14—
where the king of Babylon is compared with Lucifer, who, because of
his pride and rebellion against God, was cast down and eventually destroyed. Satan and the kings thus espouse the values readily adopted
by the world: pride, wealth, corruption, and conquest. Isaiah teaches
that when the people accept the values of these archtyrants they become, like Satan, candidates for perdition and descend to his level.
In the next level, Babylon, as a place and a people, is the type for rebellion and idolatry and represents the wicked people of the world. The
next higher level represents those who accept a creator-god and begin
the ascent to heaven. The middle level, Zion/Jerusalem, represents those
who have entered into a covenant with the Lord, accept the Messiah,
and further reject the values of the world. The faithful then ascend to
the level of sons and daughters of God, following the Savior by standing
in as proxy “saviors” for their fellow children of God. The second highest level is called the seraphim level, in which, like the angels described
in Isaiah’s vision of God on his throne in Isaiah 6, the faithful are prepared to minister in the presence of God. The ﬁnal level is that of God
the Father and his Son, Jesus Christ, who through his mortal ministry
provided a dramatic model for those attempting to ascend to heaven.
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At the same time he discusses the ascent through the spiritual
levels, Gileadi also shows how the various types used by Isaiah to
illustrate each level are manifested both anciently and in modern times. He then speciﬁcally develops his ideas of the meaning of
Isaiah’s prophecies and their fulﬁllment for those living in the latter
days. Gileadi argues that Isaiah’s prophecies often had ancient fulﬁllment, which served as “a sure pattern of the future” (pp. 25–27). For
instance, Babylon and Zion are terms used for ancient Babylon and
Israel but represent future places, peoples, and values. The political
entities of Assyria, Babylon, and Egypt represent ancient superpowers
that are code words for modern superpowers. America, according to
Gileadi, is a composite of the ancient types of Egypt and Israel, and its
people are faced with the choice of accepting either the worldly values
epitomized by ancient Egypt or the values of Zion as epitomized by
the covenant people Israel (pp. 56–65).
The various levels described by Gileadi represent major types found
in Isaiah. For Gileadi, the description of the progression toward the celestial kingdom as the ascent to heaven also seems doctrinally sound. It
is not always so apparent to me, however, that Isaiah invariably makes
a clear distinction between the diﬀerent levels—for instance, between
Jacob/Israel, Zion/Jerusalem, and sons/daughters. And many of the
types—such as Abraham, Jacob, Moses, and Christ—typify several different levels at the same time. At the point that these categories were
introduced (pp. 17–24), it might have been helpful to have included a
list of the major passages in Isaiah where these types are discussed so
that a reader could go to the text itself to test the types and levels. Like
all models, this one can be very useful if one remembers that reality is
often more complex than a chart. For example, most of us have found
spiritual progress from several of Gileadi’s diﬀerent levels in diﬀerent
areas of our lives and can learn about ourselves in two or three diﬀerent
levels of the chart at the same time. In addition, some of us may have
characteristics of the Zion/Jerusalem level and the sons/servant level
while still struggling with elements of the Babylon level.
There are many marvelous insights throughout this book. Three
examples will suﬃce. Gileadi’s understanding of Isaiah’s teachings on
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creation is excellent. Isaiah teaches that creation is not just an event of
the past but a process that continues throughout the plan of redemption, and that creation is both temporal as well as spiritual. Gileadi
recognizes and describes how creation goes on at each of the spiritual
levels: God brings a new creation out of the chaos left behind by the
archtyrant—typiﬁed by the king of Assyria or Babylon—on the ﬁrst
level (pp. 43–46); God’s children accept him as the creator at the beginning of their spiritual ascent in the Jacob/Israel level (pp. 109–10);
a new heaven and earth are created at the beginning of the millennium as a fulﬁllment of the promises made through the covenant to
Zion/Jerusalem (pp. 162–67); and on the level of sons/servants, God’s
children are re-created into “new Adams and Eves” (pp. 208–13). Gileadi also presents a thoughtful discussion, based on Isaiah, of the role
of the feminine as a counterpart to the male in creation and in giving
birth both physically and spiritually (pp. 213–19). Gileadi shows how
creation and re-creation is a cyclical process that occurs at every level
of the spiritual ladder (pp. 273–75).
Gileadi’s exposition of the types in Isaiah is also quite instructive.
Throughout his discussion, Gileadi presents a host of ﬁgures from the
past as types of the diﬀerent spiritual levels as well as types of future
prophetic ﬁgures. Types become powerful when a reader can identify
himself or herself with a real person from the past—such as Abraham,
Jacob, Moses, or Isaiah—and can consciously begin to model behavior and values from their lives and experiences. Of particular note
is Gileadi’s description of Isaiah’s prophetic calling in which Isaiah
ascends to the level of the seraphim and sees God (Isaiah 6). Gileadi
eﬀectively demonstrates that Isaiah—a mortal—has begun to assimilate the traits of the seraphim in this vision (pp. 222–23). For example,
like the seraphim, Isaiah stood in God’s council. Throughout his ministry Isaiah had cosmic visions such as those enjoyed by those who live
in the heavens. Isaiah, like the seraphim, witnessed God’s glory. And
ﬁnally, just as the seraph cleansed Isaiah’s lips with the hot coal from
the altar, spiritually healing him, Isaiah dramatically healed Hezekiah
and throughout his ministry declared the forgiveness of sins. From
the example of Isaiah following the type of the seraphim, Gileadi ef-
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fectively shows how typology works in Isaiah and invites us each to
model those types that help us ascend to heaven.
Finally, Gileadi’s discussion of Jesus Christ as the Savior is thoughtprovoking (pp. 294–306). He explores through the writings of Isaiah
how Christ was the Savior and the sacriﬁcial victim and how he, as the
Davidic king, the Firstborn Son, and the sacriﬁcial victim, becomes
what Gileadi calls the Suﬀering Savior. Gileadi eﬀectively points out
that at various levels of spiritual progression, descent is sometimes
necessary for ascent. This is especially demonstrated in the case of
Jesus Christ, who had to descend below death and to the underworld
in order to ascend above all things. Most important, Gileadi shows
how Christ as the sacriﬁcial victim fulﬁlled the functions of proxy
salvation and thus became the Savior of the world. Through following
the model of Christ, we can contribute to the salvation of others by
preaching the gospel and by doing ordinances for the dead.
While the book makes a good read from cover to cover, it is difﬁcult to navigate its many waters without indexes. The value of this
book as a reference tool would be greatly enhanced with the inclusion
of a detailed index of the themes—such as the one that appeared in
The Literary Message of Isaiah—and a scripture index showing how
Gileadi reads and interprets various passages of Isaiah. Using a scripture index, a person could read the book as a running commentary on
the many passages quoted and cited. It might also be useful to have a
short appendix consolidating all the various charts found throughout
the book. There are no footnotes in this work, and while this makes
the book more reader-friendly to the intended lay audience, a short
reader’s bibliography would be helpful to those who wish to continue
study of the many allusions to biblical and Near Eastern scholarship
sprinkled throughout the book.
Isaiah Decoded: Ascending the Ladder to Heaven is an invigorating book full of interesting things. There is something here for nearly
everyone. In conjunction with the description of the ascent to heaven
and the fulﬁllment of Isaiah’s types and prophecies, there are references to encryptions of the name of Jesus in the Bible (pp. 8–9), parallels between Isaiah’s types and fairy-tale archetypes (pp. 121–23),
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the ﬁgurative representations of God’s servant(s) (pp. 236–42), the
quest for the Holy Grail as the collective memory of the ascent to
heaven (pp. 256–58), and the tabernacle and the Great Pyramid of
Giza as a type of the ladder of heaven (pp. 333–38). In addition, there
are signiﬁcant discussions of the role of America in Isaiah’s prophecies (pp. 61–65), how modern society practices idolatry as a form of
Baalism (pp. 91–102), the migration and gathering of the ten tribes
(pp. 112–18), matriarchal roles of the ideal woman (pp. 216–18), Isaiah’s prophecies of the second coming (pp. 215–19), Jewish expectations of the Messiah (pp. 235–36), Isaiah’s teaching about Jesus Christ
as the Father and the Son (pp. 283–90), and the family as a microcosm
of covenantal love (pp. 355–56). In short, this book can provide a delightful conversation on many signiﬁcant issues.
As with all books of this breadth and magnitude, a reader should
bring his or her critical skills to bear on the contents. One must be
willing to measure Gileadi’s interpretation against the text of Isaiah
itself and to consider several other prophetic interpretations of important issues, such as the various fulﬁllments of prophecy and the Davidic Messiah. Nephi’s observation that “in the days that the prophecies of Isaiah shall be fulﬁlled men shall know of a surety, at the times
when they shall come to pass” (2 Nephi 25:7) is a good warning that
we might not always completely understand everything—and that
there still might be some surprises ahead. There are many doctrinal
implications imbedded in Gileadi’s interpretations that must be considered and pondered. But one does not need to agree with everything
he writes for this to be a stimulating and valuable book.
Gileadi’s latest book, Isaiah Decoded, is an eloquent invitation to
come to the writings of Isaiah and to repent. This book is a worthy aid
to be read alongside the writings of Isaiah. It will both clarify Isaiah’s
message and inspire the reader to begin to apply Isaiah’s teachings
in his or her ascent to heaven. Gileadi has succeeded in bringing the
teachings of Isaiah to the average reader in an interesting and readable
format that can aid us in “likening” these things to ourselves. In short,
this book can help us all to see that we must repent—and it can help us
to do so. And this is, after all, the main point of Isaiah’s prophecies.

COWAN ON THE COUNTERCULT
Louis Midgley

Louis Midgley (PhD, Brown University) is a professor emeritus of
political science at Brigham Young University.

By bearing false witness against our LDS neighbors, we
evangelicals have often sinned not only against Mormons but
against the God who calls us to be truth-tellers.¹
Richard J. Mouw

D

ouglas Cowan, a former clergyman who teaches sociology and
religious studies at the University of Missouri, Kansas City, answers the question posed in the title of his book with a resounding
yes. While a few Latter-day Saints may have a better command of the
literature produced by the anti-Mormon element of the countercult
1. Richard J. Mouw, foreword to The New Mormon Challenge, ed. Francis J. Beckwith, Carl Mosser, and Paul Owen (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002), 11, emphasis
added. Mouw, author of ten books, is currently president of the Fuller Theological Seminary, where he also teaches Christian philosophy and ethics. (Mouw is well-known for
facilitating so-called interfaith dialogues. See, for example, his foreword to Catholics and
Evangelicals: Do They Share a Common Future? ed. Thomas P. Rausch (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 2000), 1–3. Rausch explains that in 1987 Mouw was a founding member of the Los
Angeles Catholic/Evangelical Committee, which was the ﬁrst such local exchange in the
United States.)

Review of Douglas E. Cowan. Bearing False Witness? An Introduction to the Christian Countercult. Westport, CT: Praeger, 2003. xiii +
255 pp., with references and index. $72.95.
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than anyone else, Cowan clearly has a better command of the entire
movement. Bearing False Witness is thus the most competent assessment of the countercult industry as a whole.
Cowan’s conclusion that the countercult movement bears false
witness ﬂows in part from his analysis of what he calls “religious pluralism.” For him the “Christian countercult is that branch of evangelical Protestantism most concerned about the growth of religious
pluralism” (p. 4). What this expression identiﬁes is the rather recent
emergence and then rapid expansion of legally unrestrained choice
available to citizens, mostly of republics, between competing religions
(or between diﬀerent versions of some larger religious traditions). He
sees this as central to the activities and operations of the countercult.
When those in control of regimes (absolute monarchs) were in command and religious establishments prevailed that supported the king,
there was essentially little or no religious choice, at least that could be
manifest in the public sphere, even when some marginal religion was
tolerated by a regime.
What is it that has made possible the diversity of religious alternatives currently available to individuals in modern republics? Cowan
claims that it is free choice between religious beliefs, including quite
secular alternatives to a traditional faith in God, such as varieties of
humanism or movements like National Socialism or Bolshevism. The
range of religious choices that is currently available—including not
to believe in God—has created a kind of free market in which those
with religious commitments must compete for the attention and loyalty of consumers. And, according to Cowan, this situation “invariably threaten[s] the sense of ontological uniqueness that has marked
Christianity since its rise to dominance in the West” (p. 4).
Cowan seems to see the free market, in which rival faiths must
compete, as an improvement over the previous situation in which
those with political power determined the religion of their subjects
and enforced their opinions with the sword. He quotes James Madison as having argued that “during almost ﬁfteen centuries . . . the legal
establishment of Christianity [has] been on trial. What has been its
fruits? More or less, in all places, pride and indolence in the clergy;
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ignorance and servility in the laity; in both, superstition, bigotry and
persecution” (p. 217 n. 1 to chap. 7). But the freeing of faith from the
impact of the links between clergy and princes—remember the old
formula “no Bishop, no King”—has not been entirely well received
even by those who claim to venerate freedom of conscience.
The unease felt by a faction of conservative Protestants, especially
in the United States, has resulted in the countercult movement. In an
eﬀort to rid the world of competing faiths, it has replaced cavalry and
ﬁeld artillery, police, and prisons with ferocious rhetoric and sometimes
violent and obscene religious propaganda. Cowan describes the variety
within the countercult movement that runs all the way from the operations of large, wealthy, corrupt corporations—for example, the Christian Research Institute (CRI)—to tiny mom-and-pop operations or to
Web sites operated by businesses or from bedrooms, and from a host of
obvious miscreants and nutcases through amateurs and “experts” with
phony credentials to a few modestly competent people. The movement
lacks probity in part because there is no quality control.
The core of Cowan’s analysis runs as follows: countercultists passionately believe something, and what they believe clearly “contributes
to their behavior in the world” (p. 5). At this point in his argument,
Cowan draws on the literature of sociology to make the following
point: beliefs, whatever their contents, may not necessarily be congruent with actual reality (p. 5), or at least with what others think of as reality. Why? Individuals and groups have socially constructed understandings of the world; hence “individuals and groups operate within
the constraints of perceived reality” (p. 5). This seems quite obvious.
But there is a corollary. When we strive to understand a movement, we
must seek to understand its views of reality—that is, we must strive to
grasp its worldview. It will, of course, be the case that individuals and
groups will insist that their perception of reality—their worldview—is
the actual reality and that all other understandings are distortions or
corruptions. This is certainly the case with the countercult. Cowan
strives “to describe the subjective construction of reality that governs
countercult action” (p. 5). Thus he wants “to understand as far as one
is able the various units of knowledge, clusters of beliefs, information
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ﬁlters, and logical processes around which countercult groups constitute themselves” (p. 5).
To this point Cowan’s analysis seems to me straightforward and
unproblematic. We can easily test it by asking ourselves if we believe
we are essentially right—that is, right on the crucial issues. Has anyone
ever met a rational individual who insists that his or her perception
of the world is intentionally distorted and hence false? Of course not.
And this means that there is a powerful impulse to see those whose
opinions diﬀer radically from ours as deﬁcient in their understanding
or as wrong. But there is one additional step. It is to picture those who
are wrong as driven by dangerous perversities or even demonic forces
and hence as diabolic monsters worthy of very harsh treatment.
At this point in his argument, Cowan holds that countercultists
see a radical conﬂict of worldviews. Of course, they see their own
worldview, which they know as an infallible description of actual reality, under threat from competing worldviews in what amounts to a
free market available to consumers of religious truth claims. Countercultists, it turns out, also insist that their worldview is “unique, exclusive, and insuperable” (p. 6). This explains why countercultists assume
that they have a mandate from heaven to convert (or destroy) those
with a diﬀerent, and therefore false, worldview (p. 6).
These features of the countercult ethos ﬂow, especially in America,
which is the heartland of the movement, from the current free market
in religion. And it is this market, and the resulting choices oﬀered to
consumers, that requires boundary marking or what Cowan describes
as reality maintenance (pp. 5–7, 9, 43–60) by countercultists. Later he
uses this argument to explain why countercultists have target groups.
They actually need targets—enemies—against which they can deﬁne
themselves. The need for a target is so great that, if an external target
is not readily available, they tend to turn on each other. At times the
internal ﬁghting among and between countercultists is more intense
than the war they are presumably dedicated to ﬁghting with the enemy
without. It is this eﬀort to preserve their identity that fuels their behavior. They feel a need to clearly identify, both for themselves and for
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their constituents, exactly which symbolic universe they inhabit. And
they do this by “bearing false witness” against competing universes.
This explains the propensity—even when there is an intellectual
understanding that some language is being used or misused for propaganda purposes—to keep it around anyway and to exploit it unmercifully. A good example of this is the constant abuse of the otherwise
perfectly harmless word cult. That word—like its relatives culture, cultivar, or cultivate—identiﬁes the ways in which some groups are set
apart from others. People who really do know better than to misuse
the word, or who could easily know that it is being abused, use it anyway. Given this fact, the problem, then, is to explain this odd behavior.
Cowan has, I believe, sketched a plausible explanation for why contemporary conservative Protestants—even when they have realized
the diﬃculties in attacking others with self-serving deﬁnitions of the
word cult—have ended up silently adopting the label countercult to
describe their own behavior.²
However, Cowan goes further in his analysis of the countercult
than merely pointing to such oddities and anomalies. He identiﬁes
the deﬁning elements of the countercult worldview—that is, what all
the competing factions have in common. These deﬁning dogmas are,
from Cowan’s perspective, an insistence on the inerrancy, infallibility,
and insuperability of their ideology. The notion that the Bible is somehow inerrant, however that is understood, is thus silently translated
into a belief that a certain understanding of Christianity is inerrant.
The countercult world is, according to Cowan, grounded in the notion
that those who speak for it have the one and only correct interpretation of the ﬁnal truth, which is found only in their understanding of
the Bible. Countercultists are driven to see any deviation from their
interpretation of the essentials of Christian faith, or of their infallible
understanding of their “paper pope,” as an intentional, even demonic,
misunderstanding of reality. The Protestant insistence on the suﬃciency and inerrancy of the Bible, which explains what appears to be
2. For additional details, see Louis Midgley, “On Caliban Mischief,” FARMS Review
15/1 (2003): xviii–xxxii.
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the bibliolatry that lurks near the surface of countercult rhetoric, is
now also employed by sectarian anti-Mormons to slam the door shut
on the possibility of or need for any additional revelations.
This ideology also explains how and why they need an enemy and
why they feel impelled to bear false witness against that enemy (false
at least to those outside their worldview). This also explains exactly
why the veritable father of the countercult movement—Walter Martin—systematically misused the word cult when he employed it as a
political weapon or in propaganda. Prior to the emergence of a free
market for religious ideas, one would simply have called upon the
prince to imprison or kill the oﬀenders, to send an army to pillage
and burn the enemy, or to ﬁre not merely rhetorical but real artillery
at the dreaded, demonic other. This is my explanation for why it was
the clergy who once led mobs against Latter-day Saints and why it
is religious groups who even now shout obscenities around Temple
Square in Salt Lake City.
Cowan’s epistemology does not consist of some arcane philosophical novelty that one might ﬁnd in a postmodern ideology. Instead, he
explains that he ﬁrst collected and read anti-Mormon literature and
then turned to the general countercult literature. He tried to engage
in conversations with countercultists to conﬁrm his impressions of
their views. When he went back to the university to pursue his doctorate, he drew on this knowledge for his dissertation, for which he also
employed some sociological literature. For this book, however, he has
winnowed out much of the sociological jargon, which makes it more
readable. And he has further expanded his knowledge of the literature
produced and marketed by countercultists. Currently, he seems the
best informed person on the countercult as a social movement.
Countercultists will likely be troubled by Bearing False Witness
for two reasons. First, they will be upset to see themselves and their
movement treated as one might treat juvenile gangs—that is, as a
strange and unseemly anomaly on the social and religious horizon.
They will also be stunned to see how easily Cowan has been able to
expose the soft underbelly of the countercult world, with the phony
degrees, the inﬂated personal and professional claims, the illegal
and immoral behavior, the pompous posturing, the vicious internal
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quarreling, and the incompetent and dishonest literature. These folks
want to be seen as heroic white knights riding in to save others from
demonic forces. I am conﬁdent that even those few countercultists
who sense that something is rotten in their personal Denmark will be
troubled to have Cowan’s book ﬂoating around for just anyone to pick
up and read—assuming that the clients of the countercult are at all
interested in understanding how others see both them and those who
manipulate and ﬂatter them. Bearing False Witness will be brushed
aside by indignant countercultists as the work of another evil “cult
apologist.” In fact, Cowan has already had that pejorative label pinned
on him, and I anticipate that further eﬀorts to deal with his ﬁndings
will result in similar labels.
The countercult world recognizes only good guys and bad guys;
there is simply no room for an honest diﬀerence of opinion or for lending a respectful ear. Those who venture to do that sort of thing risk
being demonized by the countercult for the reasons Cowan sets out.
“Bearing False Witness”: A Brief Addendum
As I was drafting this essay, Richard Mouw’s admission that, “by
bearing false witness” against Latter-day Saints, evangelicals have
sinned “against the God who calls us to be truth-tellers”³ seemed to
me an appropriate headnote that would express forcefully and succinctly the conclusion reached by Douglas Cowan, if not about evangelicals generally, at least about the anti-Mormon element within the
unseemly countercult movement. Then, on 14 November 2004 in a
speech given in the Salt Lake Tabernacle on Temple Square at a rally
organized by evangelicals seeking more friendly relations with the
Saints, Mouw—who is known as an uncommonly courteous, decent
person—repeated and embellished the remark that I have quoted. He
granted that “public relations between our two communities have
been—to put it mildly—decidedly unfriendly.”⁴
3. Mouw, foreword to The New Mormon Challenge, 11.
4. I am quoting from Richard Mouw, “Response to Criticism of Richard Mouw [We
Have Sinned against You],” available at www.standingtogether.org/Responses_mouw
.doc, p. 3 (accessed 2 December 2004).

402 • THE FARMS REVIEW 16/2 (2004)

Mouw, who is well known for his support of so-called interfaith
dialogues,⁵ reported that “over the past half-dozen years” he has “been
a member of a small group of evangelical scholars who have been engaged in lengthy closed-door discussions about spiritual and theological matters with a small group of our LDS counterparts.”⁶ There have
been disagreements, he indicated, “but our arguments have been conducted in a sincere desire genuinely to understand each other.”⁷ These
private conversations have included not only a few Latter-day Saint
scholars and some evangelicals but, among others, David Neﬀ, the
editor of Christianity Today, the paramount evangelical publication.
Mouw commented that he has “learned much in this continuing
dialogue.”⁸ He also said that he is
now convinced that we evangelicals have often seriously misrepresented the beliefs and practices of the Mormon community. Indeed, let me state it bluntly to the LDS folks here this
evening: we have sinned against you. The God of the Scriptures makes it clear that it is a terrible thing to bear false witness against our neighbors, and we have been guilty of that
sort of transgression in things we have said about you.⁹
These remarks oﬀended many countercultists and some of their
clientele, and Mouw has found it necessary to defend himself.¹⁰ There
was much concern among the Caliban¹¹ that he had maligned those
5. See, for example, his foreword to Catholics and Evangelicals: Do They Share a
Common Future? ed. Thomas P. Rausch (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist, 2000). Rausch explains
that in 1987 Mouw was a founding member of the Los Angeles Catholic/Evangelical
Committee, which was the ﬁrst such local exchange in the United States.
6. Mouw, “Response to Criticism of Richard Mouw,” 3.
7. Ibid.
8. Ibid., 4.
9. Ibid.
10. Ibid., 1–3. For much evidence of the hostility generated among those I call Caliban—the countercultists—as well as for some of Mouw’s self-defense, one should consult
the massive collection of diatribes aimed especially at Mouw that can be found on Rauni
Higley’s blog at mormoninfo.org/index.php?id=130 (accessed 2 December 2004). This is
a remarkable collection of countercult materials, which illustrates well Cowan’s objections to the countercult movement.
11. For the term Caliban, see Louis Midgley, “Editor’s Introduction: On Caliban
Mischief,” FARMS Review 15/1 (2003): xi–xxxvii.
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who employ what they call “legitimate confrontational evangelism” or
“genuine confrontational evangelism” that attempts to “publicly demonstrate the LDS false gospel.”¹² When challenged to indicate who
exactly has been guilty of the sin of bearing false witness, Mouw speciﬁcally identiﬁed Walter Martin, the veritable father of the countercult movement, and Dave Hunt as primary examples.¹³ Signiﬁcantly,
Martin and Hunt were two of the culprits dealt with by Cowan. But it
also turns out that some of those busy raking Mouw over the coals are
equally guilty of bearing false witness.
I desire genuinely friendly relations with evangelicals. But the anarchy that is Protestantism does not permit our friends to put a stop
to the excesses committed against the faith of the Saints by countercultists. As the ﬁrestorm over Mouw’s remarks seems to demonstrate,
even a modest request for countercult probity is likely to generate an
additional target within evangelical/fundamentalist ranks. The result,
for evangelicals courageous enough to speak the truth, will likely be
more rancid Caliban mischief.

12. Higley’s blog at mormoninfo.org/index.php?id=130.
13. Mouw, “Response to Criticism of Richard Mouw,” 1.
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Wayne D. Arnett. Defending the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints: A Reference Guide. Redding, CA: SHIELDS and FAIR,
2003. 48 pp. $4.95.
This brief pamphlet represents an eﬀort by Wayne Arnett to provide a resource for the Saints to counter some of the anti-Mormon
propaganda currently being circulated by countercultists and materials posted on a host of anti-Mormon Web sites.
Gregory A. Boyd. God of the Possible: A Biblical Introduction to the
Open View of God. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2000. 175 pp.,
with scripture index. $12.99.
Among Latter-day Saints some interest has recently developed in
the remarkable new understanding of God currently being advanced by
evangelical scholars who ﬂatly reject the dogmatic foundations of classical
theism. Boyd does not focus on abstract theoretical issues but instead on
showing how the open view of God can be seen in the Bible, once one has
come to see that classical theism got it wrong about God “under the inﬂuence of Hellenistic philosophy” (p. 17). Boyd argues that God is testing us
to see if we will keep the covenant we have made with him. For this to be
other than a game, we must be free and the future—our future as well as
that of God—must be open and not ﬁxed at the moment of creation. To
accept this radically diﬀerent understanding of divine and human things,
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according to Boyd, we must “simply free ourselves from the Hellenistic
philosophical assumption that God must be unchanging in every respect
and that time is an illusion” (p. 85). We must reject “the Platonic notion
that time and change were less real than timeless stability” (p. 107) if we
are to understand what is really being set out in the Bible. Boyd insists that
“the view of God as eternally unchanging in every respect (and thus as
possessing an eternal unchanging knowledge of all of world history) owes
more to Plato than it does to the Bible” (p. 109, cf. p. 115).
Boyd’s setting forth of an understanding of God in which he is
not above or outside time and therefore has a mutually signiﬁcant
reciprocal covenant relationship with his children will be useful to
Latter-day Saints.
Newell G. Bringhurst and Lavina Fielding Anderson, eds. Excavating
Mormon Pasts: The New Historiography of the Last Half Century. Salt
Lake City: Koﬀord Books, 2004. xiv + 442 pp., with index. $39.95.
Some of the sixteen essays in this anthology—for example, those by
Davis Bitton, David L. Paulsen, Craig L. Foster, and Glen M. Leonard—
are both accurate and insightful. But several of these essays, much like the
literature identiﬁed and assessed therein, end up merely contributing to
the often confused and confusing conversation about how best to write
about the Mormon past. For example, some authors assume that there is
a genuinely “new Mormon history” (pp. ix–xiv) and that since 1950 there
is a single distinctively new and fundamentally diﬀerent way of writing
about the Mormon past. Unfortunately, no one examines the partisan use
of this label by historians advancing revisionist, ideologically driven, essentially secular accounts of the Mormon past. Other than Davis Bitton’s
essay (p. 351), there is simply no critical reﬂection in this volume on the
use of that label. Would it not have been appropriate for the editors or
someone else to have included a carefully drafted history of the slogan
“new Mormon history” in a collection of essays focused on describing, in
the LDS context, The New Historiography of the Last Half Century?
A central question for all historians is that of objectivity. Can history be objective? On this question, several of the authors who use this
term neglect to indicate the lack of agreement over whether “objectiv-
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ity” is possible or even a meaningful concept, nor do they describe the
debate over the use of such language going on among Mormon historians. This and other ﬂaws mar the essays by Roger D. Launius, Newell G.
Bringhurst, Klaus J. Hansen, and a few others, whose summary remarks
contain various unfortunate potshots aimed at the faith of the Saints.
Stephen T. Davis. Risen Indeed: Making Sense of the Resurrection.
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993. xii + 219 pp., with bibliography
and index. $24.00.
Stephen Davis, a respected professor of philosophy at California’s
Claremont McKenna College, has written a ﬁne book of both biblical
exegesis and philosophical argument defending traditional Christian
belief in the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ and the future resurrection of the dead. In a wide-ranging but deeply informed and intelligent discussion, he treats common objections and covers such topics
as physicalism, dualism, and the nature of personal identity. Latterday Saint readers will be particularly interested in his brief reﬂections
on the prospects for the salvation of the unevangelized, those who
have not heard the message of Christ during mortal life (see pp. 159–
65). In the course of his examination of that topic, he not only invokes
such passages as 1 Peter 3:18–20; 4:5–6; and 1 Corinthians 15:29, so
familiar to Latter-day Saints, but, without any apparent knowledge
of Mormon doctrine on the subject, comes to a tentative position (a
“conjecture” that he titles “postmortem evangelism”) remarkably like
that taught by Joseph Smith and further elaborated in the vision of
the redemption of the dead granted to President Joseph F. Smith on
3 October 1918 and now recorded in Doctrine and Covenants 138.
Ethan E. Harris. The Gospel According to Joseph Smith: A Christian
Response to Mormon Teaching, with foreword by Bill McKeever.
Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2001. xx + 184 pp., with indexes of scriptures
and persons. $11.99.
P&R (formerly Presbyterian and Reformed) Publishing Company
publishes books with a radically reformed bias, that is, from the
perspective of TULIP (ﬁve-point Calvinism). After eight years in the
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U.S. Army, the author, Ethan Harris, served as resource consultant
and director of conferencing at Ligonier Ministries. He is currently
the Webmaster of the Reformed Library, and he also promotes Homestead College of Bible and Graduate School, which grants correspondence degrees at all academic levels, including the doctorate. A Christian Response is introduced by Bill McKeever of Mormonism Research
Ministry. The book is essentially derivative. Harris draws his contrasts
between what he calls the “LDS view” of various topics and “the biblical view”—that is, a fundamentally Calvinist reading of the scriptures
from Sandra and Jerald Tanner, John Ankerberg and John Weldon,
Bill McKeever, Robert Morey, Latayne Scott, and Marvin Cowan, all
part of the countercult stable of anti-Mormon writers. Nothing seems
to indicate that Harris has consulted reliable LDS scholarship.
Alister McGrath. The Twilight of Atheism: The Rise and Fall of Disbelief in the Modern World. New York: Doubleday, 2004. xiii + 306
pp., with list of works consulted and index. $23.95.
While not mining the literature by atheists in America but focusing, instead, on British and European literature, Alister McGrath challenges the widely held assumption that the world is steadily becoming
more secular. This distinguished British evangelical theologian and
historian argues, in a book easily accessible to a popular audience,
that the opposite is now the case. He traces the history of atheism
from the eighteenth century and shows that atheists have linked their
ideology to a dream of ameliorating the pressing evils from the world.
They have hoped that, as dangerous superstitions were progressively
removed by enlightenment, the sciences, narrowly understood, could
be invoked to relieve the plight of humankind.
Such dreams, according to McGrath, who began his career as an
atheist and also one full of trendy political illusions, have fallen on
hard times. Modernity, fueled by such illusions and resting on atheism, has come under increasing criticism. The illusions spawned by
political programs grounded in atheism have evaporated; modernity
is currently in full ﬂight. McGrath argues that this has opened a space
in which new manifestations of faith have been able to ﬂourish. But it
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is, according to McGrath, among the half a billion adherents of Pentecostalism and similar movements, and not among the old Christian
denominations, that the revival of religiosity has ﬂourished and both
theoretical and practical atheism has faded. This is a book worthy of
careful attention.
Michael A. Signer, ed. Memory and History in Christianity and Judaism. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001. xv
+ 231 pp., with index. $23.95.
Since the publication of Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi’s magisterial
Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory in 1982 by the University
of Washington Press (reissued in 1989), there have been additional
scholarly reﬂections on remembrance in the scriptures, as well as a
vigorous conversation among Jewish intellectuals over the role of
memory in maintaining Jewish identity. And Christian scholars have
also taken an interest in remembrance in the Old and New Testaments. Signer’s anthology of ﬁfteen essays is an important reminder
of the relevance of biblical concepts for faith and also a signiﬁcant
contribution to the conversation among and between Jews and Christians over these issues. Latter-day Saints seem to have ﬁrst had access to the “ways of remembrance” as set out in the Old Testament
in Yerushalmi’s book. They thereby discovered the important role
of remembrance as set out in the prophetic teachings in the Book of
Mormon, and also in LDS liturgy and ritual, and might wish to give
this anthology some attention.
Diane E. Wirth. Parallels: Mesoamerican and Ancient Middle Eastern Traditions. St. George, UT: Stonecliﬀ, 2003. 211 pp., with bibliography and index. $17.95.
Though not speciﬁcally mentioning the Book of Mormon, Diane
Wirth builds a solid case for pre-Columbian transoceanic contacts.
She presents many detailed similarities found among Middle Eastern and Mesoamerican myths and traditions, such as bearded ﬁgures, creation myths, ﬁsh traditions, the king and the world tree, and
scribes. Alternate theories of diﬀusion (borrowings from one culture
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by another) or isolationism (with independent invention) might account for such similarities, but Wirth’s evidence suggests that, long
ago, transoceanic voyages were made from the Middle East to the
Western Hemisphere.
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